
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 : Continued expansion this year, with at least 43 nests in 7 locations across the Avalon Marshes. 35 of
these nests were successful, with 67 young fledged, 14 of which were colour ringed.
Cattle Egrets are seen in increasing numbers, with groups of several hundred birds regularly reported at roosts.
The only confirmed breeding colony was at Swell Wood, with at least 6 nests.
Little Bittern : Present on RSPB Ham Wall, with reports of a barking male on 6 days in late May / early June. No
evidence of breeding this year.
Night Heron : No records this year.
Purple Heron remains a potential colonising species; single birds were seen during April and May
Glossy Ibis :  Reported from January to October at various locations across the Avalon Marshes, with up to 7 being seen
at once.
Baillon’s crake : not one of the six heron/egret species which are the usual subject of this report, but this year there were
records of both a male and a female Baillon’s crake on RSPB West Sedgemoor.
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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 2022 a
record 67 young fledged from 35 nests, with a further 8 nests failing
due to infertile eggs, assumed predation and/or abandonment. The
nests were spread over 7 sites across the Avalon Marshes, with the
smallest colony having just 2 nests and the largest 24 nests. All were
monitored on a weekly basis by drone. Fledging rates and productiv-
ity were similar to 2021. DNA analysis of samples from the ringed
birds showed that 10 were male, 5 female, a reversal of last year’s 5
females and 3 males. Overall, results show slightly more males than
females - 17 to 13.

2022 BREEDING SEASON
● 43 nests in 7 locations

● 8 nests failed

● Mean clutch size  2.7

● 35 nests hatched 94 chicks

● 67 chicks fledged - a 71% success

rate (similar to 2021)

● Overall productivity 1.6, or 1.9 from

the successful nests (similar to 2021)

SUMMARY 2012-22

● 155 known nests

● 126 successful nests

● 252 chicks fledged

● Productivity 1.7 overall, or 2.0 from

successful nests

THE RINGING PROJECT
● 34 nestlings ringed since 2016

● 3 of the ringed birds have been seen in

   breeding colours in the Avalon Marshes

● 29 birds given colour rings to date, of

    which 24 have been resighted

●  14 colour ringed in 2022

●  111 reports of these 14 were received

    from 28 counties in England, Wales

    and (for the first time) Scotland

A 10 Year View

This year we were able to publish a
paper in the May issue of British
Birds: ‘Great White Egrets in England:
tipping the balance’ (1). This looked
at the gradual establishment of this
species as a breeding bird in the UK
over the last ten years, provided an
analysis of the targeted conservation
action which had paved the way for
its success, and made recommenda-
tions to support further colonisation
in other locations.

The 2022 breeding season has con-
firmed the ongoing pattern of
steady expansion, with the first large
colony established on NE Shapwick
Heath and record numbers of nests
and chicks fledged from the three
reserves. Birds in breeding colours
were also present this year on the
RSPB’s Greylake and West Sedge-
moor reserves, but are not thought
to have nested.

The Ringing Project

Over the last decade we have
learned a huge amount about the
ecology, breeding requirements and
behaviour of this species. Much of
this information has come from the
use of drone technology to monitor
the nests, which are often invisible
from the ground, and from the ring-
ing programme, which has been run-
ning since 2016. Overall we have
ringed 34 chicks, of which 29 have
been given both metal and colour
rings, and 5 metal rings only. 26 of
these 29 chicks fledged, and 24 have
been subsequently resighted out-
side the Avalon Marshes – across
England, in Wales and, for the first
time this year, in Scotland. We have
now received 236 reports from 110
observers across the country, many
of them supported by photographs.
111 sightings were submitted in
2022 alone.

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

1. Alison Morgan, Alison Blaney, Andrew Bloomfield, Leigh Lock and Graham White, British Birds vol. 115, issue 5, pp 261– 274.
A detailed Great White Egret Nesting & Ringing Report for 2022 can be viewed here.
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https://www.alisonmorgan.co.uk/Birds/GWE%20on%20the%20Avalon%20Marshes%20Nesting%20&%20Colour%20Ringing%20Report%202022%20AJM%20public.pdf


Little Bittern

Little Bittern have been regularly recorded at RSPB Ham Wall since 2019,
with possible breeding that year. This year the survey in early May pro-
duced nothing, but birds were heard later that month, with ‘barking’ re-
ported on 5 occasions between 24-29 May. The second survey at the end
of the month produced 3 records, and there were 2 more reports in the
first week of June.

Photo by Graham Whatley

Night Heron

Night herons have been seen on the Avalon Marshes every year since
they nested on SWT Westhay in 2017, but there were no records in
2022.

Photo by John Crispin

Purple Heron

Purple Herons are regularly seen on the Avalon Marshes, but as yet
there is no evidence that they are breeding here. This year at least one
bird was regularly seen and heard from mid April to mid May in various
locations across RSPB Ham Wall, and single birds were reported in April
at both Shapwick Heath and West Sedgemoor.

Photo by Penny Wills

Glossy Ibis

Glossy Ibis numbers continue to grow year on year. Birds were seen in
ones and twos at Shapwick , Catcott, Ham Wall & Greylake in the first 3
months of the year, increasing during April and May to a maximum of 7
at Ham Wall. A pair were seen displaying and mating at Ham Wall in
May. The group dispersed, with 3 birds (thought to be immatures) seen
at Catcott  in June and 1 at Steart in July. The group reassembled briefly
at Ham Wall in September; smaller numbers were seen in October, but
none in November or December.                      Photo by Sandie Andrews

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 except Night Heron were recorded in 2022.

Cattle Egret

2022 saw a continued expansion in the numbers of Cattle Egrets, which
are now present throughout the year. Roosts of more than 300/400 birds
were recorded in January & February near Westhay and in October at
Shapwick, with smaller daytime flocks feeding in fields across the Avalon
Marshes all year.  Small numbers of juvenile birds were observed with the
adults at Catcott in July and at Ham Wall & Steart in August. There were
at least 6 nests at Swell Wood, fewer than in previous years, with a possi-
ble colony also present near Westhay.

Photo by Pat Collins



WHERE DO OUR EGRETS GO?
Neither adults nor juveniles remain here in any numbers once the breeding season
is over, and our ringed birds have now been widely reported from England, Wales
and Scotland. Given that the ringed birds represent only 10% of the total number
fledged on the Avalon Marshes since breeding began in 2012, we may assume that
these records represent only 10% of the Somerset birds dispersed across the
country.  As breeding remains very limited elsewhere, and inward migration by
ringed continental birds has not been documented on any significant scale, it seems
likely that the huge expansion of Great White Egrets across the UK is due largely to
the success of the colonies here in Somerset.

Birds from the same nest do not necessarily fledge at the same time or travel
together, and may indeed go in opposite directions. But they may also travel in
groups of juveniles from different nests –  this year ABM & ACF were reported
within a few miles of one another after a party of 4 birds ‘flew in off the sea’ at
Bempton, and ABP & ABU (ringed a week apart on Ham Wall and Westhay) were
photographed together at Flasks Lake, N Yorks.

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.

Map of GWE sightings by English county
2016-22 (bird size denotes number of sites)

                ABJ in Suffolk by Tim Oakes                     ABM In E Yorkshire by Andy Hunt               ABP in Lothian by James Boyle                    ACA in Devon by Lloyd Gray

Of the 2022 colour ringed chicks, all except ABX and ACC (both the smallest of a brood of three) are known to have
fledged. All except ABF have been resighted:

● ABC was reported from Sandbach Flashes, Cheshire between July and September
● ABJ (nestmate) was reported from Covehithe, Suffolk and Stiffkey, Norfolk in July
● ABM was reported from Bempton & RSPB Blacktoft Sands, E Yorks and Alkborough Flats & Bagmoor Floods, Lincs in July, then

from RSPB Old Moor, S Yorks in October
● ABN (nestmate) was reported from two sites on the Isle of Wight in July
● ABP is the most travelled juvenile of 2022. He was reported from various sites in W & N Yorks in July & August, then from

Dunbar in Lothian on 18th August and Druridge Pools in Northumberland on 19th. He then made a surprise trip to RSPB
Ynys-Hir in Powys in September, before reappearing in N Yorkshire 10 days later - covering a minimum 1279 km in all!

● ABT (nestmate) was reported from Ancaster, Lincs in August, and from Grimley & Droitwich, Worcs in October
● ABU was reported from N Somercotes, Lincs in July, Nosterfield, N Yorks in August, LWT Boutham Mere in Lincs and Stanford

Reservoir on the Leics/Northants border in September
● ABW was reported from RSPB Old Moor, Yorks in July and YWT Sprotbrough Flash, Yorks in October & November
● ACA (nestmate) spent July to November moving between various sites in Devon & Cornwall before heading to Lymington,

Hants in December. Ten days spent on the breakwater at Brixham Harbour make ACA the only juvenile to have chosen a salt
water location.

● ABV was reported from Grafham Water & Paxton Pits, Cambs in August and September, and then from RSPB Exminster
Marshes, Devon in October

● ACF (nestmate) was reported from Bempton, E Yorks, in July

6 of the 14 birds ringed and fledged in previous years were also resighted this year, with both AAF (2016) and AAM
(2018) seen at Ham Wall during the breeding season. AAU (2021) made a surprise trip from Yorkshire back to Ham
Wall in April. He then returned to Yorkshire, where he was seen with his sister AAT (previously reported only from
Powys) just 10 days later. This bird has now visited 10 counties since fledging, covering a minimum 2284 km.


