
AVALON
MARSHES

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 report provides a summary of the year’s observations for six wetland bird species which are now
regularly reported across the Marshes.

OVERVIEW
Great White Egret : Another record-breaking year, with 72 breeding pairs, 53 productive nests in 13 locations, and an
estimated 88 chicks fledging. 16 of these were fitted with colour rings.
Cattle Egrets continued to be seen in ever increasing numbers, with remarkable September roost counts of 600 at
Shapwick Heath and 660 at Westhay, but no confirmed breeding records this year.
Little Bittern : Present on RSPB Ham Wall, with a barking male heard on 1st May, and an unconfirmed sighting in
September. No evidence of breeding this year.
Night Heron : A pair seen at Ham Wall in April, with an individual recorded in May and June.
Purple Heron : One seen at Tealham in July and a juvenile reported at Westhay in August.
Glossy Ibis : Up to 4 birds present at Ham Wall from February to April, and single birds at Ham Wall, Shapwick and
Westhay in November. 3 regularly seen feeding on flooded fields at Westhay during December.
BONUS SPECIES:
Squacco Heron : one spent a month around Ham Wall in October - our first record of this species!
Baillon’s crake : one bird heard on RSPB West Sedgemoor.
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Squacco Heron at Ham Wall, by Mike Pearce



THE GREAT WHITE EGRET
The Great White Egret first nested on the Avalon Marshes in 2012,
when 2 pairs fledged 4 young. Growth has been rapid, and in 2023 a
record 88 young fledged from 53 nests, with a further 19 nests failing
due to infertile eggs, inclement weather or assumed predation. The
nests were spread over 13 sites across the Avalon Marshes, with 5
sites having a single nest and the largest colony numbering 21 nests.
All were monitored on a weekly basis by drone. Fledging rates and
productivity were slightly lower than in 2022, probably due to the
adverse weather conditions in April and May. DNA analysis of sam-
ples from the ringed birds showed that 8 were male and 7 female.

2023 BREEDING SEASON

● 72 nests in 13 locations

● Mean brood size  2.4

● 19 nests failed

● 53 nests hatched 139 chicks

● 88 chicks fledged

● Productivity from  all nests 1.2; from

successful nests 1.7

SUMMARY 2012-2023

● 232 known nests

● 179 successful nests

● 340 chicks fledged

THE RINGING PROJECT

● 51 nestlings ringed since 2016

● 45 birds given colour rings, of which

    35 have been resighted

●  5 of the colour ringed birds have been

    seen in the Avalon Marshes a year or

    more after fledging; 3 are thought to

    have bred here

●  Reports of colour ringed birds have

    been received from 36 counties in

    England, Wales & Scotland, and from

    1 location in western Ireland
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Discussion
This year the Great White Egret breed-
ing season stretched over 7 months,
with the first nesting activity noted on
21 February and the last chicks fledg-
ing during the first week of August.
The nests were monitored by drone
throughout this period.

The highest rate of failure occurred
within the earliest and largest colony,
on Shapwick Heath. 4 nests disap-
peared following bands of cold wet
weather, coinciding with the period
when chicks were old enough to be
left unbrooded but were not yet feath-
ered. 2 nests produced infertile eggs,
and 3 were subject to assumed preda-
tion, in one case by a heron which was
seen standing on the nest with the
egret chicks prior to their disappear-
ance. Marsh Harriers were also seen
circling over the colony. But even with
these losses, this colony fledged 22
chicks, more than any other.

The most productive colony was the
last to be established, that on Canada
Farm Lake, where chicks hatched on
average 6 weeks later than those on

Decoy Lake. Seven of the nine nests
here were productive, fledging a total
of 17 chicks. But the parenting prize
goes to a pair on Ham Wall who
fledged 4 chicks - only the third time
we have seen this done.

The Ringing Project
This year a record 16 chicks were col-
our ringed from 9 nests on 4 sites. 15
of these chicks fledged successfully,
and 10 have subsequently been re-
sighted, including our first record from
Ireland.  Ringing was carried out by
Bob Medland & Alison Morgan, fol-
lowing strict avian influenza guidelines
- though we were relieved to find no
evidence of HPAI. One nest visit was
filmed by the Somerset Wildlife Trust,
and can be viewed on youtube.

A full report on the 2023 breeding
season can be viewed here, and a blog
post following the fortunes of 2 egrets
from Westhay here. For more on this
year’s resightings see page 4.

The largest Great White Egret colony this year had 24 nests: photo by Alan Ashman & Andrew Kirby, NE Shapwick Heath

ACH & ACJ: photo by Bob Medland

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M7dBy6Tv0as
https://www.alisonmorgan.co.uk/Birds/GWE%20on%20the%20Avalon%20Marshes%20Nesting%20&%20Colour%20Ringing%20Report%202023%20AJM.pdf
https://www.somersetwildlife.org/news


Little Bittern

Little Bittern have been recorded at RSPB Ham Wall since 2019, with pos-
sible breeding that year. In 2023 a single bird was heard barking on Ham
Wall at the beginning of May, but none were recorded in the regular sur-
veys. An unconfirmed report of a sighting was received in September, al-
so on Ham Wall.

Ham Wall 2018, by Graham Whatley

Night Heron & Purple Heron

After a blank year in 2022, there were a number of reports of Night
Heron in 2023. Two were seen on a number of occasions at Ham Wall
in April. A single bird was reported twice in May, and one was heard
calling in June.
There were only two reports of Purple Heron during the year: one at
Tealham in July, and a juvenile at Westhay in August.

Ham Wall, April 2023, by John Crispin

Squacco Heron

The most unexpected sighting this year was probably the juvenile
Squacco Heron which was regularly seen during October and at the
beginning of November in and around Ham Wall. Another had been
reported in Cornwall in September during the same period

Ham Wall, October 2023, by Mike Pearce

Glossy Ibis

Glossy ibis were regularly reported during February, March, November
and December. There were 2 at Ham Wall during February and March,
and 4 in April (2 adults and 2 sub-adults). These may be the same birds
seen at Chew Valley Lake the next day. There were no reported sightings
during the summer, but a single bird was seen at Ham Wall & Shapwick
Heath in November, and 3 were feeding on flooded fields at Westhay
during December. These also appeared to be sub-adults.

               Ham Wall, December 2023, by John Crispin

IN HAC HABITASSEOTHER NEW COLONISTS
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 were recorded in 2023.

Cattle Egret

Numbers of cattle egrets continued to escalate during the year. Smaller
flocks were seen throughout the year across the Avalon Marshes, with a
juvenile seen at Tealham at the end of June, and a mixed flock of adults
and juveniles (with dark bills) photographed at Greylake (R) in September.
Although no breeding was observed at Swell Wood this year, numbers
continued to rise after the breeding season, with peak roost counts of
over 600 birds on Shapwick Heath in September and at Westhay in
November.

Greylake, September 2023, by Mark Lord



THE WORLD IS A SMALL PLACE
We have continued to receive reports of our ringed Great White Egrets from
all over the country, with 63 sightings of birds ringed both in 2023 and in
previous years. Our longest lived bird is AAF, ringed on Ham Wall in 2016 and
now 7 years old; he kicked off the breeding season on 21st February when he
was photographed by Andrew Kirby on Shapwick Heath carrying nesting
material. But our most exotic sighting this year came from  Ardmore Lough,
County Roscommon, Ireland - our first report from outside the UK. The
individual ID is not certain, but the bird is probably ADF, a female and the
largest of the brood of 4 on Ham Wall.

One of the big questions has been whether the dispersed birds will return
here to breed. AAM (2018) was seen on Ham Wall in August 2022 and may
well have bred here. AAU (2021) returned briefly to the Avalon Marshes in
April 2022, and ABU (2022) was seen at Catcott in May 2023. Great White
Egrets do not normally breed until they are 2 years old.

The Avalon Marshes
The Avalon Marsh reserves covered by this report are managed by a group of conservation organisations: RSPB at Ham Wall, Natural Eng-
land at Shapwick Heath, and Somerset Wildlife Trust at Westhay Moor and Catcott Complex. Volunteers work alongside reserve staff to car-
ry out surveys of breeding species, record nesting activity, gather data by drone and assist with the colour ringing project. The Avalon
Marshes New Colonists Coordinator is Alison Morgan and the Project Manager is Ali Blaney, Warden of RSPB Ham Wall. We are hugely
grateful to all those who have sent in sightings and photographs during the year, and to those who have allowed us to reproduce them.

New flight destinations for 2023!
10 of this year’s ringed young left the Avalon Marshes after fledging. ACJ
was reported from Sussex and Surrey, while nestmate ACH travelled in the
opposite direction to RSPB Ynys-Hir in Wales. ACL went to Wiltshire, ACM
first to Ynys-Hir and then Shropshire, ACR stopped off in Frome, and sib-
lings ACU & ACX travelled to the Otter Estuary and Oxfordshire & Suffolk
respectively.  ACV was seen in Dorset, ADC in Northamptonshire, and ADF
(probably) in Ireland.

In 2023 we have also received new sightings of 2022 birds ABC (Cheshire),
ABF & ABN (Slimbridge, Gloucs), ABM (Burton Mere, Wirral), ABP (N York-
shire), ABT (Cromwell, Notts), ABU (Stanford Reservoir, Northants, N Thores-
by, Lincs & Catcott, Somerset), and ACA (Sussex).

Second hand nests?
The birds’ particular choice of nesting location remains something of a mys-
tery, with sites successfully used several years in a row not being used at all,
and other colonies springing up in new places.  To help us understand why,
we visited three of the 2023 sites in October to see what we could learn
about the state of the nests, which are said in the literature to be used from
year to year. Some of the nests had disappeared altogether, and others
were in a state of progressive disintegration. We conclude that reedbed
nests are unlikely to last through the winter.

Boys or girls?
Finally, we notice that this year the majority of chicks ringed in May were
male, whereas all those ringed in June were female. It is known that sex in
birds is determined by hormonal factors rather than purely genetic ones,
and that breeding adults respond to environmental conditions. It seems

AAF, Shapwick Heath, by Andrew Kirby

ACM, Walcot Pool Shropshire,
by Andrew Fusek-Peters

ADA, ADF & ADH with their tiny sibling, Ham Wall,
by Alison Morgan

possible that the adverse weather pattern this
year influenced the greater abundance of
male chicks at the beginning of the season
and female chicks towards the end.


