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The Avalon Marshes is an extensive area of reedbed and other habitats within the Somerset Levels,
managed by a group of conservation organisations and supported by a network of staff and volunteers.
This is the fourth annual report of the New Colonists Monitoring Group, who help to monitor and protect
the six wetland bird species which are increasingly making the Marshes their home.

OVERVIEW
Great White Egret: A record year, with 37 breeding pairs and 50 fledged young - a huge increase over the 12-15 pairs
recorded in each of the previous five years.
Cattle Egrets are not thought to have nested on the Avalon Marshes this year, but birds were regularly sighted throughout the year, with a flock of about 80 adults and juveniles present on farmland near Westhay in October.
Little Bittern : Again present on RSPB Ham Wall this summer, with seven reports of ‘barking’ males in May and June. No
evidence of breeding - but this species is difficult to monitor due to its secretive habits.
Night Heron : Four birds seen or heard between April and June, from RSPB Ham Wall, NE Shapwick Heath and SWT
Westhay Moor. Not known to have bred.
Purple heron remains a potential colonising species; single birds were reported from RSPB Ham Wall, Tadham Moor and
The SWT Catcott Complex during September.
Glossy Ibis : Another potential colonist, with three birds reported from the Somerset coast, and a juvenile present on the
SWT Catcott Complex in September.

Great White Egret colony at NE Shapwick Heath, photo by Alan Ashman & Andrew Kirby

THE GREAT WHITE EGRET
The Great White Egret first nested on the Avalon Marshes in 2012,
when 2 pairs fledged 4 young. By 2016 there were 12 nests, with the
number rising slowly to 15 by 2020. In 2021 the increase has been
remarkable: the number of breeding pairs more than doubled compared with the previous year, with 37 pairs nesting in 10 separate
locations. 25 pairs were successful, producing a total of 50 fledged
young. 8 nestlings were given colour rings, and have subsequently
been reported from all over the country.

Facts and figures
Nest Records
2021 BREEDING SEASON
●

37 nests

●

28 nests hatched 71 chicks

●

25 of these nests fledged 50 chicks a 70% success rate

●

11 nests failed

●

1 nest outcome unknown

●

Overall poductivity 1.4, or 2.0 from
the successful nests
2012 - 21 : A TEN YEAR VIEW

● 117 known nests
● 91 successful nests
● 185 chicks fledged
●

Productivity 1.6 overall, or 2.0 from
successful nests
THE RINGING PROJECT

● 19 nestlings ringed since 2016
● 2 of the 2016 birds present in breeding
colours in the Avalon Marshes in 2021
● 15 birds given colour rings to date and
13 subsequently resighted
● 8 colour ringed in 2021, 5F and 3M
● Over 100 sightings reported from 14
counties in England and Wales

The Ringing Project

The two largest colonies were established at NE Shapwick Heath (10 nests)
and RSPB Ham Wall (9 nests). There were
smaller colonies at other sites, and single
nests in three further locations, including
one at SWT Westhay Moor. Most of the
nests were not visible from the ground,
and were monitored on a weekly basis by
drone.
The breeding season began earlier than
expected this year, with birds sitting
from the second week in March and
young hatching from the second week in
April. Typical clutch size was 2 or 3, and
incubation lasted for the expected average of 25/26 days, with the young
brooded by the parents for an additional
15 days.
71 chicks are estimated to have hatched
from 28 nests, with 50 young eventually
fledging from 25 of these nests. Chicks
become mobile long before they fledge,
and this year fledging schedules were
longer than expected, lasting from 57 to
86+ days, and the youngest birds not
leaving until the last week in July.
11 nests failed due to predation, inclement weather or abandonment, and the
outcome of the remaining nest, which
was on private land, is unknown.

Nestling AAU ringed on Ham Wall, April 2021,
photo by Rich Hearn

The Avalon Marshes Great White Egret
colour ringing project began in 2016,
with 5 birds ringed that year and 6 more
in 2017 and 2018.
In 2021 we were able to ring a further 8
birds from four nests. One of these, the
runt of a brood of 3, died before fledging, but the other 7 fledged successfully,
typically leaving Somerset between 10
and 14 weeks of age and being reported
from locations as far apart as Wales and
Suffolk, Hampshire and Yorkshire.
Bird AAU (above) was reported from 12
different sites in Lancashire, Yorkshire
Lincolnshire and Nottinghamshire in the
3 months following fledging, covering a
total distance of over 1000km. Its sibling
AAT had left a week earlier for North
Wales!

OTHER
NEW COLONISTS
IN HAC
HABITASSE
EGRETS, HERONS & IBISES
The Great White Egret was the first of the potential new wetland colonists to breed on the Avalon Marshes. But Cattle
Egret, Little Bittern and Night Heron are also confirmed or believed to have bred here, and Purple Heron and Glossy Ibis
are regularly present in the breeding season. All of these species were seen in 2021.

Cattle Egret
Cattle Egrets first bred at RSPB Ham Wall in 2017, but have not been
observed nesting on the Avalon Marshes since then - although birds are
now present in increasing numbers all year round. The peak count in
2021 was of about 200 seen in April near Westhay, many in breeding
plumage. A breeding colony was established at RSPB Swell Wood, where
an estimated 25 pairs nested; adults and juveniles have been seen feeding amongst the cattle on RSPB West Sedgemoor, with flocks also
present at Tealham, Catcott and Shapwick. Photo by Robin Morrison.

Purple Heron
The Purple Heron is widely regarded as another potential colonist. In
2020 single birds were seen at RSPB Ham Wall in May and NE Canada
Lake in September. In 2021 one spent a week on the SWT Catcott
Complex in late August, where it was seen feeding amongst Cattle
Egrets. The first week in September produced a sighting at Tadham
Moor, and another at Ham Wall. Photo by Graham Hall.

Night Heron
A pair of Night Herons nested on SWT Westhay Moor in 2017, where
they successfully fledged two young. Since then Night Herons have
been seen on the Avalon Marshes every year, but there has been no
further confirmation of breeding. In April 2021 a report of a bird on the
River Brue at Meare was followed by a confirmed sighting at RSPB Ham
Wall. In June a single bird was seen near the Cattle Egret roost on SWT
Westhay Moor. Photo by John Crispin.

Little Bittern
Little Bittern are easily heard but notoriously difficult to see; breeding
was suspected at RSPB Ham Wall in 2019 but not confirmed. A bird
or birds were reported ‘barking’ on separate occasions in seven
locations on RSPB Ham Wall during May and June. Four evening surveys covering the whole reserve produced one of these records, on 10
May, but otherwise no birds were heard. Photo by Graham Whatley.

Glossy Ibis
Glossy Ibis continues to be an annual visitor to Somerset. A juvenile
spent a couple of weeks among Cattle Egrets on the SWT Catcott
Complex during September. Individuals were also seen on the coast
at Clevedon and Steart, at Chew Valley Lake and at Burtle between
September and November. Photo by John Crispin.

WHERE NEXT?
Once the breeding season is over the pattern of life on the Avalon Marshes changes.
Cattle Egret is now resident all year round, and gathers in large flocks to feed and
roost. Little Bittern, Glossy Ibis and Purple and Night Heron are all migratory species,
rarely seen here in winter. Great White Egret too tends to disappear once the
breeding season is over, with only a handful of birds still present during late summer
and autumn. But thanks to the colour ringing programme we are able to follow them
as they leave the Avalon Marshes; and this year we have had some surprises.
In previous years the ringed birds have been resighted in Somerset, Kent, Gloucestershire, Warwickshire and Hampshire. But in 2021 they mostly headed north, with
reports coming in from sites in Lancashire, Yorkshire, Lincolnshire, Nottinghamshire,
Worcestershire, Conwy, Powys and Norfolk - many of them managed wetland
reserves. The Avalon egrets have now been reported from 31 locations in 14
counties, effectively drawing a national map of good feeding places and potential
breeding sites, and providing a huge amount of insight which will help us to provide
the optimum habitat for their continued expansion.

AAU was ringed at RSPB Ham Wall on
23 April. It fledged at the end of June
and on 1 July was seen at Stocks Reservoir in Lancashire. After a couple of
weeks it headed over to Yorkshire
where it was seen at Scaling Dam Reservoir near Whitby and at two wetland
reserves near Ripon. It then moved
south to visit Alkborough Flats and
RSPB Frampton Marsh in Lincolnshire
before returning to Yorkshire, where it
commuted between YWT Wheldrake
Ings, Ripon and RSPB Fairburn Ings. In
October it moved south to Langold
Lake in N Nottinghamshire. This bird
has now covered a minimum distance
of 1076 km. Photo by Joe Fryer.

AAU’s sibling AAT fledged a
week earlier and spent the last
week in June and first week in
July at RSPB Conwy. The smallest
bird from this brood did not
survive.
AAR (above) was the smallest of
a brood of 3 ringed at NE Shapwick Heath on 23 April. It
fledged in the last week in June
and by 1 July was feeding at
Newtown, Powys, on the banks
of the River Severn. It visited a
garden pond on 28 July, and was
still in the area in October.

AAW was from the same nest as
AAR. While its sibling went west
to Wales, AAR headed east to
Suffolk, where it was reported
on the River Deben at Ramsholt.
It is probably the same bird
photographed (above) 6 weeks
later at Holme Dunes NNR, Norfolk.
The third bird from this nest was
AAP, which was reported from
Island Pool, Grimley, Worcestershire, in November.
Photo by Seamus Griffin.

Photo by Richard Jones.

ABA was a single nestling ringed
on RSPB Ham Wall on 28 May. It
fledged in the first week in July
and was photographed before
leaving the Avalon Marshes for
Testwood Lakes in Hampshire,
where it was seen on 8 August.
Photo by John Crispin.
The remaining 2021 bird, AAX,
was ringed on RSPB Ham Wall on
18 May. It fledged in the second
week in July but has not yet been
resighted.
Two of the birds ringed in 2016
were also present on the Avalon
Marshes this year: AAC and AAF.

Visitors from Belarus! Finally, while our egrets dispersed to the four corners of England and Wales, 2 second year birds from Belarus
were seen in Somerset during September: K387 at RSPB Ham Wall and K367 on Tealham Moor. Both were ringed in May 2020 in
Rechitsa. K387 had previously been seen in Somerset in November and January.

The Avalon Marshes
The Avalon Marsh reserves covered by this report are managed by
a group of conservation organisations: RSPB at Ham Wall, Natural
England at Shapwick Heath, and Somerset Wildlife Trust at Westhay
Moor and Catcott Complex. The Avalon Marshes New Colonist Monitoring Group was established in 2016 in order to protect and monitor
the breeding attempts of newly colonising bird species. Volunteers
work alongside reserve staff to carry out surveys of breeding species,
record nesting activity, gather data by drone and assist with the colour
ringing project. The AMNCMG Coordinator is Alison Morgan and the
Project Manager is Ali Blaney, Warden of RSPB Ham Wall.

RSPB Ham Wall, by Mike Pearce

