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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: 
Green

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

Breeding 84 15 2 7 60 0 2 13 1.2 1.5 – –

Winter 156 5 24 – –

Sponsored by Brian Channon

Peregrine (Peregrine Falcon)
Falco peregrinus

This powerful falcon is often regarded as the fastest creature on 
earth, reaching speeds of up to 300 km per hour during an attacking 
‘stoop’. It breeds on every continent except Antarctica. In Britain 
its strongholds have traditionally been in the upland and coastal 
regions of the west and north. The population here had already been 
reduced by around 50% by the end of the Second World War, when 
many were killed because of the threat they posed to the carrier 
pigeons which were vital for wartime communications. During the 
1950s and early 1960s numbers declined even more as a result of 
toxic farm chemicals, and Peregrines disappeared from most parts 
of southern England. Although still subject to illegal persecution in 
some areas, numbers have gradually recovered since then and there 
are now about 1,500 pairs in Britain.

Swaine described Peregrines as chiefly autumn and winter 
visitors to Gloucestershire, with up to four birds noted annually 
in the Severn Vale, especially in the Slimbridge area; elsewhere in 
the county sightings seem to have been rather rare at that time. 
Swaine also referred to a record of a pair nesting on the old Severn 
railway bridge near Sharpness before construction was finished in 

1879, and there were breeding attempts in the Wye Valley in 1929 
and in ‘several years’ between 1937 and 1960. After a long absence 
Peregrines again bred in the county in 1982, when a pair raised 
young near Symonds Yat in the Wye Valley. They returned the 
following year but the nest was robbed on two occasions, prompting 
the RSPB to introduce wardening at the site. Since then Peregrines 
have bred there every year, with consistently high breeding success 
although, deplorably, one of the young was shot in 1987. This site 
has become a very popular visitor attraction.

During the 1980s records from elsewhere in the county increased 
steadily and the Ashleworth and Hasfield Ham area joined Slimbridge 
as a regular wintering site for Peregrines. It was not until 1991 that a 
second breeding site was located, in the Forest of Dean, but by 1999 
five pairs were breeding in the west of the county. In 2002 a pair 
was found nesting in the Cotswolds, and subsequent years have seen 
a further increase and a spread into the Vale. In 2007 a pair nested 
successfully for the first time on Gloucester Royal Hospital, and in 
2010 a pair raised young in a nest-box on Christ Church in the heart 
of Cheltenham. Urban nesting by Peregrines has become increas-
ingly common in Britain in recent years. Elsewhere, pairs have also 
bred in old Ravens’ nests on tall electricity pylons, but most nests 
are still in more natural sites in the Dean and Wye area. Ten pairs 
definitely bred in the county in 2009, with possible breeding at four 
more sites. The prospects for the Peregrine look good, though it still 
faces persecution from certain quarters, as demonstrated by an adult 
female found shot close to a nest site in the Dean in June 2009.

Outside the breeding season records are much more widespread 
and Peregrines may now be encountered anywhere in the county. 
During the current atlas survey nearly a quarter of tetrads produced 
at least one winter record. Most sightings come from the Severn 
Vale, particularly near the estuary and at the Severn Hams, where 
potential prey is plentiful. There are also frequent reports from the 
Cotswold Water Park and in the northern part of the Cotswolds, 
though there are still relatively few sightings further south.

Peregrines will take a wide variety of prey, and in Gloucestershire 
they sometimes take advantage of stormy conditions when exhausted 
seabirds such as petrels, Manx Shearwaters and auks are blown 
into the Severn Estuary and present an easy target. Elsewhere, prey 
remains found at the Christ Church nest site have included Teal, 
Snipe, Great Spotted Woodpecker and Great Grey Shrike!

Up to 2010 there had been eight recoveries of ringed Peregrines 
revealing movements between Gloucestershire and mainly western 
areas of England and Wales. In addition, two ringed as chicks in 
Sweden and Finland were recovered here during their first winters, 
showing that some birds seen in the county have come from far 
afield.

(to preserve confidentiality, the dots for each 10 km square are grouped together)
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