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For the greater good

A fledging curlew is an easy target for predators such as foxes and crows

After calling for a wider debate on predator control  
to help save endangered species such as the curlew,  

BBC producer Mary Colwell explains why confronting  
a difficult and bloody truth is vital for wildlife

I ’ve been involved with the complex-
ities of curlew conservation for more 
than two years. It’s been a fascinating 
insight into the world of conservation, 

the demands of agriculture and the require-
ments of shooting. I’ve learnt a lot and been 
humbled and inspired in equal measure. 
I’ve also been challenged to the core of 
my being and by far the greatest source  
of dissonance, which I wrestle with daily,  
is whether or not to control predators. 

As a producer of documentaries on 
Nature and the environment for the BBC, 
I’ve been trained to be dispassionately 
even-handed. My own ideas are irrelevant 
when making a programme. The mantra 
that is (or should be) ingrained into every 
producer’s brain—never rely on second-
hand information and always fairly rep- 
resent different sides of a dispute—has held 
me in good stead. I’m proud of the neutral-
ity of what I produce. 

During my 500-mile walk for curlews in 
2016, I took my BBC training with me, inc- 
luding into personally challenging situa-
tions, such as facing the intense predator 
management carried out on grousemoors. 
I hope the same sense of even-handedness that 
underpins my documentaries comes across 
in my book about the walk, Curlew Moon. 

At the end of May, The Guardian asked 
for an opinion piece on predator control 
and I wrote what I hoped was a fair assess-
ment of the differing perspectives sur- 
rounding controlling foxes and crows. How- 
ever, my personal, emotional response to 
the plight of curlews is different. It’s some-
thing I feel in the depths of my soul and I’ve 
found myself having to struggle far more 
intensely with internal conflict than I real-
ised at the start. 

All the major issues that face conserv- 
ation bear down on curlews, the shy and 
wild wader that sings haunting songs—
nothing less than how we parcel up the land 
to accommodate food production, water 
catchment, forestry, leisure, sport, popu- 
lation growth, climate change and develop-
ment. Saving curlews is not about tweaking 
the management of nature reserves, as they 
rarely nest in them. This story is in the 
fields, in the day-to-day grit and grind  
of life and the question of whether or not 
to control the generalist predators that do  
so well in these highly managed landscapes 
is part of this complex mix. 

The producer in me understands the differ- 
ent views surrounding predator control. 
The scientist says listen to the evidence and 
act accordingly. However, the part of me 

that makes me the person I am, someone 
who wants to celebrate and nurture all of life, 
feels torn. I know predator control is one 
of the two main ways to bring curlews back 
from the brink—the other being large-scale 
restoration of habitat—but knowing that 
doesn’t make it any easier to accept. 

I’ve always been opposed to the killing 
of any wildlife. It’s my firm belief that in this 
crowded, multi-use country, wildlife has  
a hard enough time simply surviving and we 
should be using our ingenuity to find ways 
to help all creatures thrive, not layer up 
injustice by killing. 

It’s not the fault of a fox or a crow that 
they do well in our human-made landscapes 
—it’s a situation we’ve created and it’s our 
moral duty to work around them without 
resorting to lethal control. 

And yet, each year, as I monitor what’s 
happening to curlew populations around 
Ireland and the UK, it breaks my heart to 
hear of failure after failure of curlew nests. 
In some places, no chicks survive at all and 
haven’t for many years. We’ve lost half the 
population of breeding curlews in the UK 
in the past 20 years and the trend con- 
tinues. In southern Ireland, they may well 
be functionally extinct as a breeding bird 
in a decade. Wales and southern england 
aren’t far behind. 

Loss of habitat is a major factor, but so, 
too, is predation. The main predators of 
curlews and other ground-nesting birds, 
foxes and crows, are highly adaptable and 
increasing in number. 

Non-lethal control, such as electric fenc-
ing around nests, increases hatching 
success, but fledging rates don’t improve, 
which is ultimately what counts. As soon 
as many chicks wander outside the fenced 
area, they’re eaten.

However, despite knowing the science, 
seeing the effect of predation on the ground 
and listening to many views, I could no 
more easily pull a trigger on a fox today 
than I could two years ago. My understand-
ing of the issues is immeasurably greater, 
but my heart is heavier. venturing into  
curlew conservation has been a difficult 
personal journey and one that shows no 
sign of getting any easier.
Mary Colwell is author of ‘Curlew Moon’, 
published by Harper Collins 
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