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Breeding Distribution Summer Abundance

Winter Distribution Winter Abundance

Bird Present

Possible 
Breeding

Probable 
Breeding

Confirmed 
Breeding

Bird Present

2007–11 Atlas fieldwork Gloucestershire trends UK population trends

Number of tetrads in which recorded (max 683) Occupied 10 km squares (max 26) % of tetrads in which 
recorded (1st hour of TTV)

UK conservation status: 
Red 3

Total Confirmed Probable Possible Present 1968–71 1981–84 1988–91 2007–11 1988–91 2008–11 Long term Short term

Breeding 226 64 99 25 38 26 25 25 19.9 10.3 –48% –20%

Winter 310 26 26 +137% –23%

Sponsored by Andrew Cleaver, E Golding, Pauhla Whitaker, Patrick Wise, and the North Cotswold Ornithological Society

Lapwing (Northern Lapwing)
Vanellus vanellus

The Lapwing’s tumbling display flight and exuberant ‘pee-wit’ calls 
are familiar over pastures and arable farmland, but it has undergone 
a severe decline in recent decades.

Lapwings breed from Ireland and France across to eastern 
Siberia and south to Spain, Greece and Turkey. European breeders 
winter in south-western parts of the breeding range, including the 
British Isles, and south as far as North Africa. Those breeding in 
Britain winter in the British Isles and along the Atlantic coasts of 
France and Spain. They will nest on a wide range of grasslands and 
other open habitats where they can obtain access to their inverte-
brate food; in the British Isles they are essentially birds of farmland, 
grassy wetlands and moorland edge.

This is one of the most strongly declining bird species in Europe, 
having decreased in all regions since 1980. In Britain it was moved 
from the amber to the red list in 2009, because of its strong decline 
between 1982 and 2007. Changes in farming practices have been 
responsible for this fall in numbers, notably the reduction in mixed 
farming together with general agricultural intensification.

A post-breeding influx of continental birds into Britain can begin 
as early as May, but the majority arrive between September and 
November. Wintering flocks occur on arable and pastoral farmland 
and at coastal wetlands; in icy conditions they move to the estuaries 
of southern and western Britain and Ireland, or to France and Spain. 
Their widespread distribution and the wide variety of habitats used 
makes it difficult to estimate numbers wintering in Britain, but 
there has evidently been a decline; a 1996 estimate of 1.5 million 
wintering birds was revised down to 620,000 in 2006–07 (Musgrove 
et al. 2011).

As with other breeding waders in Gloucestershire, the atlas 
fieldwork period was particularly unsuitable for Lapwings in the 
Severn Vale, because of the negative effects of the floods of June 
2007 and September 2008 on food resources in subsequent years 
and, conversely, because of dry conditions in 2010 and 2011.

Swaine noted that the Lapwing bred ‘sparingly in open country 
around the Forest of Dean; more plentifully in the Severn Vale and 

towards Newent and Redmarley; widely but somewhat thinly over 
the Cotswolds and throughout the Thames Area’. Regular surveys 
over the last ten years have found, as with Redshank, that larger 
numbers now breed in salt-marshes and flooded fields along the 
Severn Estuary in the Slimbridge and Aylburton Warth areas, than 
on meadows in the Vale. Atlas fieldwork during the nesting season 
found fewer Lapwings around Newent than there were in Swaine’s 
day, except along the Leadon, and there were very few indeed in 
the Forest of Dean area. The main concentrations were around the 
estuary, in the upper part of the Vale and on the Cotswolds dip-slope, 
with a noticeable absence along the scarp. Although the overall distri-
bution of breeding birds remained the same between the 1983–87 
and 2003–07 Cotswolds Atlases, population density here decreased.

Swaine remarked on concentrations of several thousand 
Lapwings in the county as early as June or July; such flocks were still 
being observed at Slimbridge in the 1980s, but not since 1990 either 
on the estuary or in the Cotswold Water Park. The 2000 GBR noted 
that wintering numbers had declined in some previously favoured 
areas and that the species had virtually disappeared from the high 
Cotswolds during winter, because of a movement to Slimbridge 
where feeding opportunities had improved (see also Golden Plover, 
p. 174). This tendency has continued, with a 40% decrease in 
numbers wintering on the Cotswolds between the mid-1980s and 
the 2000s (Peter Dymott) and up to 9,000 at Slimbridge in winter 
since the turn of the century. Flocks venture up the Severn Vale only 
when flooding becomes extensive, while winter numbers average 
about 1,000 in both the eastern and western sections of the Water 
Park (Gareth Harris).

There have been recoveries in Gloucestershire of Lapwings 
ringed as chicks in Germany (four), Finland and the Netherlands, 
and movements from the county to France (four), Portugal (two), 
Spain (two), Germany, Hungary and the Netherlands. Of these, the 
only definitely Gloucestershire-bred birds (i.e. ringed as chicks) 
which moved abroad were one to Spain in 1930 and one to France 
in 1931.
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