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Dunkirk avocets

Introduction
The Dunkirk colony of avocets (Avoceta curvirostra) is in the East
of England - some 6km NNW of the city of Ely, Cambridgeshire
(52o27’N, 0o13’E; 52.450oN, 0.224oE; Grid Ref TL5286). The scrape
which it occupies was created in 2007. The site was previously
agricultural farmland with no standing water. Avocets nested in
this first year and have done so each year subsequently. Most
chicks to have fledged from the colony have been marked with
individually-identifiable red plastic rings (2 white characters
reading upwards, legs identical), and many observers have been
kind enough to report sightings of these birds over the past 7
years. This is the third Newsletter in which I summarise what has
been learned from such sightings and report on the breeding
success (or otherwise!) of the colony itself. Details of the
establishment of the site are available in Newsletter 1:
https://onedrive.live.com/?cid=cbfb64f903650405&id=CBFB64F9
03650405!117

Observations of birds since the previous Newsletter
The number of sightings reported to me have now reached a
point where an Excel Spreadsheet has had to be replaced with an
Access database, and this facilitates the sending out of the full
sightings history of the bird in question to the observer. I
normally do this within 24hrs of the report, though a delay of up
to 3 weeks may occur if I’m away on fieldwork without internet
access. Since the last newsletter in May 2011 I have received 113
reports of 29 Dunkirk birds away from the colony and seen 21
birds at the colony itself. Most of the non-Dunkirk sightings have
been from within the UK, at 34 sites in 13 counties. The majority
of sightings are from East Anglia, within 100km of the natal
colony, but an increasing number of sites on the South coast have
been receiving Dunkirk avocets – in Devon, Dorset, Hampshire
and Sussex. The most northerly sightings have been from
northern England – Washington, Tyne and Wear at almost 55o N
and sites in Lancashire and North Lincolnshire (see maps below).

Overseas reports have come from coastal sites in the
Netherlands, Belgium, and France. There has been no repeat of
the Feb 2008 sighting of a juvenile in southern Spain (36.6oN).
Initially, these continental sightings were all outside the breeding
season, but more recently Dunkirk birds have been seen in
France in April, May and June, and D1 was in the Netherlands in
April 2013, looking likely to breed there.

A rewarding aspect of this study has been reports of Dunkirk-
reared avocets breeding in colonies being watched over by
people who then kindly send me their records and often their
photographs. Excellent photos have been taken by, among
others, Bill Brooks in Sussex, Ed Keeble in Essex and Andrew Chick
in Lincolnshire. Some Dunkirk birds have clearly become regular
breeders elsewhere. Female A5 looked at RSPB Marshside and
nearby WWT Martinmere in Lancashire in 2009/10 (Kane Brides
and Rachel Parkes), wintered at Topsham in Devon (Jeremy
Barker), looked at Titchfield Haven, Hants (Ivor McPherson) in
2012 and 2013, and then in 2014 finally raised chicks at a new site
in W. Sussex (Bill Brooks). At no time was this bird seen back at



Dunkirk. Meanwhile Female D2 bred at Cley in 2013 and 2014
(David and Pat Wileman) and other Dunkirk birds are known to
have bred at Cattawade, Essex (Ed Keeble), Snettisham, Norfolk
(Mark Missin) and Orfordness, Suffolk (Mike Marsh).
Observations in April and May at other sites may also indicate
nesting, but proof is lacking.

One of the most interesting exchanges of a bird between two
sites occurred very recently. Male H7 was seen at the RSPB
reserve at Frampton Marshes on the Wash on 26 March 2015,
and then was photographed at Alkborough Flats on the Humber
next day (by my old university friend Graham Catley) – a distance
of just over 100km in a straight line. At this time of year avocets
are moving around a lot prior to breeding, and apparently H7 and
his mate had not yet quite decided where to settle. This bird was
familiar with Alkborough, having been there after the breeding
season in 2010 and 2012. He was not seen at all between July
2012 and March 2015, begging the question of where he had
been in the intervening period. Many of you will be aware that
the avocet flock at Alkborough is huge – seasonally one of the
largest in the UK. It certainly attracts many Dunkirk birds; 7 have
been recorded there, with as many as 4 at the same time.

Movements within the early part of the breeding season are
common, as would be expected from the fluctuations in numbers
on a daily basis in March and April at most sites. Mark Hawkes
saw A1 at Grafham Water on 8 April 2012, and commented that it
was paired and nest building, yet the bird then turned up at
Dunkirk 13 days later, and was seen on and off throughout May
and June (though it didn’t breed at Dunkirk). Male C6 was
incubating at Dunkirk in May and June 2012, but took time off to
be seen at Isleham Water Meadows by Ben Green on 28 May,
presumably on a feeding excursion. H8 visited Cley, Orfordness
and Holland Haven in the space of 25 days in April 2011. This was
a yearling bird of unknown sex, and was likely prospecting for a
mate, a nesting site or both. Yearling avocets can certainly breed,
but not all do.

As with all bird ringing, reports of ringed avocets will only occur
when an interested person is close enough to the ring to be able
to read it. No doubt the huge differences in reporting rate
between birds is a reflection on where they spend their time, as
well as the fact that some rings are much less easy to read than
others. Some birds are reported every year, but many others go
unobserved for a year or more, especially in the year after
fledging. This is presumably linked to the fact that many yearlings
do not breed and may therefore not appear in front of a hide.
The longest period in which a bird remained undetected was
more than 4½ years. D7 fledged in 2009 and then turned up at
Dunkirk on 12 March 2014 and attempted to breed, though it was
not on site most days. Last seen at Dunkirk on 30 June in a non-
breeding flock of 50, D7 was then spotted by Mike Marsh at
Havergate Island on 9 August. Nothing more was known until the
bird turned up again at Dunkirk on 29 March 2015.

In contrast, A4 (hatched 2008) and C1 (2009) have both been
seen at least once each year. Female A4 was seen at Trimley
Marshes in Suffolk (Nigel Odin) soon after fledging, and finally
settled down to become a regular breeder at Dunkirk in 2012,
with visits to Tubney Fen (Simon Gillings) and Isleham Water
Meadows (Ben Green and Alastair Burn) in Cambs and WWT
Welney, Norfolk (Jon Smith) in between. Male C1 was first seen
just South of Brittany in spring 2010 by Fred Touzalin, then
returned to the Dunkirk area between May 2010 and May 2011,
went back to France that autumn (Loire estuary, Frédérik
Fonteneau) and again returned to Dunkirk to breed from 2012
onwards.

Breeding success

The considerable variation in annual breeding success seen in the
first years of the colony has continued. Only one avocet fledged
from Dunkirk in 2011, and none did so in 2012. The reason for
the complete reproductive failure that year was a new one – the
invasive plant Crassula helmsii choked the water along all
margins, thereby preventing chicks feeding. They simply starved,
with growth rates less than half normal. The following season,
2013, was a mixture of good and extremely bad for the scrape. A
large nesting colony of black-headed gulls materialised, and
ironically the avocets bred much more successfully than normal
(numbers). However, botulism struck in late June for the first
time at this site, probably introduced by the gulls, and during
July-Sept many wild birds died as a consequence, including some
of the later-hatched avocet chicks. Nevertheless, most of the
larger avocet chicks did fledge successfully, and 11 were ringed.

Male A8 is one of the oldest birds of this study. Hatched in 2008,
he escaped detection during 2009, but has returned to Dunkirk
each year since then, and is now a regular breeder at the site. He
was the first ringed bird to appear in the 2015 season (14 March).
Nothing is known of where A8 winters, but this may be partly due
to the fact that the former white characters on the colour rings are
now stained red, so the identity of the bird is hard to establish
except in good light at relatively close range

Nest prospecting at Dunkirk in early April



The 2014 breeding season was poor, with just 5 fledged avocets.
For some unknown reason the hatching rate was low – most pairs
walked away from the nest with just one or two chicks – and
again botulism killed the later broods. It remains to be seen if
botulism poisoning is now an annual hazard for avocets and other
birds in late summer and autumn at this site.

The relatively high breeding success in 2013, when the scrape
was suddenly swamped with breeding black-headed gulls, was
both surprising and fascinating. In previous years, when gull
numbers were low, avocet eggs and chicks were lost to gull
predation. But in 2013, not only was there little or no gull
predation, but avocet nests were selectively placed on islands
with higher numbers of gulls – presumably as a defence against
non-gull predation. It may not be a coincidence that avocet eggs
are the same size and colour as some BHG eggs. Clearly, a colony-
nesting species would soon become extinct unless it refrained
from eating eggs of conspecifics, so it may well be that an avocet
nest within a colony of BHGs is relatively safe.

The future

The Dunkirk colony is on private land managed for wild birds,
with controllable water levels and a predator-proof fence
surrounding it. The scrape itself is therefore secure, and in
principle the colony should persist if the various damaging
environmental problems encountered in recent years (invasive
plants and botulism, especially) can be kept under control.
Colour-ringing of avocet chicks will continue, as will similar
studies of both black-headed gulls and Mediterranean gulls at the
same site. Please do continue to send me your sightings of
Dunkirk-ringed avocets and spread the word that searching
avocet flocks for colour-rings is productive and interesting. As
ever, I will respond to sighting reports promptly, with a complete
sighting history for that bird, and try to keep observers informed
of subsequent sightings too.

Many thanks, Tony Martin

Post-breeding flock, July 2014

Warm welcome to a nesting 
Mediterranean gull, May 2014

Brood of 5 near-fledged chicks, summer 2013. 
The parent was ringed as a youngster at Welney, 
Norfolk. The chicks are M1, M4, H4, C8.



Maps of sightings of Dunkirk avocets since colony establishment in 2007. Top: UK and near continent. Bottom left:
Western France and Iberia. Bottom right: East Anglia. Note that most sites are coastal, the only exceptions being
those near the natal colony in East Anglia, where human-created water bodies provide good breeding and feeding
habitat for this species. Even coastally, the majority of sites are heavily modified by human activity – often
deliberately to attract water birds.



Dunkirk-reared avocets at other sites. Top: Female A5 in June 2014 at
Medmerry, Selsey, W Sussex, where she had chicks (photo Bill Brooks).
Above: Male E6 in Apr 2014 at Cattawade, Essex, again during a
successful breeding season (Ed Keeble). Right: H7 at Alkborough Flats,
N. Lincs, in March 2015 (Graham Catley). Middle right: D5 at RSPB
Frampton Marsh, Lincs in Apr 2014 (Andrew Chick)



The curious case of M8
Avocet M8 was ringed as a chick on 20 June 2013; its sibling M3
the following day. Both chicks continued to grow well, but with
different strategies. A day after ringing I noticed M8 had
separated from M3 and was sitting on an island close to a brood
of similarly-aged oystercatcher chicks. From then on, M8
attached itself to the oystercatchers, and astonishingly was
adopted by the parents, who fed the young avocet. Equally
remarkable was that M8 changed from self-feeding, like all
normal avocets, to soliciting for food from the oystercatchers,
totally unlike any normal avocet. I am unaware of any similar
occurrence in the UK, at least, and would be very interested to
learn of anything like this observed elsewhere.

Sibling M3 fledged as normal and left the site with its parents.
M8 stayed on and departed with its adopted family in early
August, by which time all other avocets were long gone and M8
looked very adult-like. On 22 September Nick Moran reported
that M8 was in a large flock of oystercatchers at Snettisham in
Norfolk, and the bird was seen in that locality twice more before
a final observation by Ruth Walker on 21 October 2013. On 23
June 2014, M8 reappeared at Dunkirk and was seen there until
the 29th. Nothing further was known until Robert Pell picked out
M8 in a flock of 2,500 oystercatchers at Snettisham on March 8th

2015, interestingly ignoring a flock of 180 avocets nearby.

Clearly, this bird raises a number of questions. The first is
whether being captured and ringed somehow triggered the
change in behaviour. On the basis that more than 70 avocet
chicks have been ringed at Dunkirk, and many hundreds
elsewhere, without a similar occurrence of which I’m aware, the
answer would appear to be that this is unlikely. The second
question is whether the change in diet, or any other aspect of
the transition to being an oystercatcher in all but body, affected
M8’s chances of survival. The answer here appears to be not in a
negative way, at least. M8 is alive and well as of the date of
writing, whereas sibling M3 has not been reported since
fledging. A third question is whether this mixed-up bird will
attempt to breed and, if so, whether it chooses a mate that looks
like its real parents or its adoptive parents. A bottle of
champagne to the person who discovers the answer to that one!

Above: M8 in a flock of oystercatchers at Snettisham in Sept 2013
(Nick Moran), 6 weeks after leaving the natal site with its
adoptive oystercatcher family. Top right: day of ringing – 20 June
2013. Middle & bottom right: M8 follows the adoptive parent
while it is foraging, and accepts a larva which the adult drops in
front of the chick; feeding behaviour typical of an oystercatcher
chick, but foreign to any normal avocet.



Have I seen a Dunkirk avocet?
There are many colour-ringing schemes for avocets in Europe, and observers are sometimes unsure about the scheme to
which rings they have seen or photographed belong to. Dunkirk avocets should, however, be easy to distinguish from all
others. The following information should assist.

All Dunkirk avocets were originally fitted with a single red ring on the tibia (above the ‘knee’) on both legs, and a metal
ring on the tarsus (lower leg) on the right leg only. These rings have two white characters on them – the first alphabetic
and the second numeric – e.g. A5, C8, M1 etc. The ring on the right leg is identical to the one on the left leg.

With age, the original red colour of the rings can fade, and/or the characters can become unclear due to dirt or a deposit
covering the white inscription. If you see an avocet with a single orange or brick-red ring on the tibia of both legs, and
even if no characters are visible, then you are almost certainly looking at a Dunkirk bird. The characters may be difficult
to see except in good light and with a good telescope. If you see an avocet with a single red or orange ring on just one
leg, then again it is very likely that this bird hatched at Dunkirk. Up to now, no bird has been known to lose a ring, but
that could certainly happen.

On this page you will see photographs of Dunkirk avocets which should help you decide if you have seen a bird from this
site. There is also a key to assist. If you even think you may have seen a Dunkirk bird, please don’t hesitate to let me
know: boto@live.co.uk. Where possible, please attach a photo.
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