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ABSTRACT Wood Sandpipers Tringa glareola are rare breeding birds in Britain,
where they are restricted to the northern half of Scotland. Birds have been
recorded breeding annually in Scotland since 1959; the total number of pairs

has ranged between one and 21, while the number of sites occupied each 
year has varied from one to 12.The total number of occupied sites during 

this period is between 47 and 50, with nine new sites having been discovered
since 1998.This paper draws together all available records of Wood Sandpiper

breeding in Britain, including those dating back to the mid 1800s, and 
presents a summary of its current status as a breeding species. In Scotland, the

number of spring migrants is positively correlated with the number of
breeding pairs, and it is suggested that abnormally cool spring temperatures,

or easterly winds, may encourage more Wood Sandpipers to remain in
Scotland to breed.The possible effects of climate change on this small

population are discussed briefly.

History of the
Wood Sandpiper as a 

breeding bird in Britain
Kenna Chisholm

Ben Green

W
ood Sandpiper Tringa glareola is an
abundant summer visitor to the
marshes and forest bogs of northern

Europe and Asia, where it breeds widely across
Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia. Hage-
meijer & Blair (1997) estimated the European

breeding population to be in the region of 1.2-
million breeding pairs. In Europe away from its
breeding stronghold, however, numbers have
declined, mainly because of wetland destruction
and/or degradation, and it no longer breeds in
Iceland, Poland or Germany (Tucker & Heath



1994; Hagemeijer & Blair
1997). As a breeding bird
in Britain, the Wood Sand-
piper is extremely rare and
restricted to the northern
half of Scotland, where
birds have nested annually
since 1959.

In the northern parts of
their breeding range,
Wood Sandpipers inhabit
mainly forest bogs and wet
marshes on tundra.
Farther south, they regu-
larly use large wet
meadows, lake shores, and
riverbanks in heather
Calluna vulgaris moorland
for nesting, but they will
also nest in clearings in
pine Pinus or birch Betula
forest. Typically, the nest is located on the
ground, where four eggs are laid in a scrape
lined with coarse grasses among open vegeta-
tion. Occasionally they will use an old nest in a
tree (Ferguson-Lees 1971; Kirchner 1978),
disused Fieldfare Turdus pilaris and Redwing T.
iliacus nests being most favoured, but never as
regularly as Green Sandpipers Tringa ochropus
do. In Scotland, however, nests have been found
mostly in wet bogs, and occasionally in dry
heath and forest clearings. No tree nests have
been reported.

After their return to breeding sites in late
April or early May, Wood Sandpipers are partic-
ularly vocal when establishing their territory,
with both males and females singing a fluted
song. Once the eggs are laid, the birds are typi-
cally extremely shy and difficult to observe. If
they produce chicks, the adults will vigorously
scold anyone crossing their territory, either
‘chipping’ and calling from nearby perches or
performing a high song-flight (Nethersole-
Thompson & Nethersole-Thompson 1986).

Sources of information
This paper summarises the results of an analysis
of all the available breeding records of Wood
Sandpiper in Britain up to 2004, including his-
torical records dating back to the 1800s. Data
on breeding Wood Sandpipers in Britain was
provided by the Rare Breeding Birds Panel
(RBBP), which has collated breeding records
since 1972. Additional records were collected

from county avifaunas, annual bird reports and
relevant publications and texts, sourced prima-
rily through the Alexander Library at Oxford
University. County Recorders and individuals
known to have recorded Wood Sandpipers
during the breeding season were also
approached for information.

Breeding attempts by Wood Sandpipers that
are documented in regional and county bird
reports are included here. It would have been
beyond the scope of this paper to follow up all
these records to establish whether the birds’
behaviour suggested breeding, and whether
they had been seen in suitable habitat at the
right time of year. However, if records referred
to singing birds, they were traced back to the
source where possible, and the details were con-
firmed. This was also done in those instances
where sourced records indicating a possible or
probable breeding attempt were accompanied
by conflicting notes. No details of breeding sites
are mentioned in this paper, with the exception
of Insh Marshes, in Badenoch and Strathspey,
which is managed by the RSPB and has been
published as a breeding site for this species
(Nethersole-Thompson & Nethersole-
Thompson 1986). All other sites are kept confi-
dential, to protect the species from disturbance
or egg-collecting. All newly discovered informa-
tion which has come to light during this survey,
and any previously undocumented records,
have been lodged with the RBBP. Reports of
Wood Sandpipers on spring migration were
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43. It is a rare treat to come across a breeding Wood Sandpiper Tringa glareola
in Britain, since the population is small and restricted to the northern half 

of Scotland. Birds arrive on their breeding grounds in late April or early May;
this photo was taken in Scotland in June 2006.
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derived from Scottish Bird Reports.
Criteria used to determine whether a record

was classified as a possible, probable or con-
firmed breeding attempt were those used by
Hagemeijer & Blair (1997). In many cases, pos-
sible breeding was the highest category that
could be ascribed to a particular record, as little

information was available; con-
sequently, some localities that
are generally believed to be
Wood Sandpiper breeding sites
by fieldworkers in the Highlands
could be categorised as only
possible breeding sites.

Results
Wood Sandpipers were recorded
nesting in Britain for the first
time in 1853, when a nest was
found in Northumberland. No
other confirmed records exist
before 1959, when a pair bred in
Sutherland, although several
possible breeding records within
this period are summarised in
table 1. Since 1959, Wood Sand-
pipers have nested annually in
Scotland, and the number of

both breeding pairs and occupied sites has
increased. Sutherland (18–20) and Caithness
(5–6) contain the most sites recorded since
1959; Ross and Cromarty, Inverness, Kincardine
and Deeside, Lochaber, and Badenoch and
Strathspey each have four sites, and the districts
of Perth and Kinross, Gordon, Moray, and the
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Fig. 1. Map of Scotland showing the number of sites per region at which
Wood Sandpipers Tringa glareola have been recorded in suitable breeding
habitat since 1959. In some cases breeding was confirmed, while in others

birds were present in suitable habitat but there was 
no indication that breeding took place.

Table 1. Summary of possible and confirmed breeding records of Wood Sandpiper Tringa glareola
in Britain up to 1959, since when the species has nested annually in Scotland.

Location Year Comments Source

Prestwick Carr and  1853, 1857  A nest was found in 1853 and birds   Bolam 1912
Gosforth Lake, and possibly were seen displaying in 1857. Birds
Northumberland 1828 had been shot in previous years, as

early as 1828.

Beachamwell, Norfolk 1864 Female and young shot in 1864, Taylor et al. 1999
and assumed to have bred. Record
now not considered to be fully
authenticated.

Elgin, Moray Prior to Suspected to have bred Baxter & Rintoul 
1865 but later disproved. 1953

Gullane Links, Lothian 1867 Nest find recorded. No other Booth 1881–1887
reference or authentication found.

Badenoch and Strathspey 1940s Single birds were recorded in May  Dennis 1984
onwards during 1940s and 1950s.

Gladhouse Reservoir, 1955 Three birds seen, one displaying. Andrews 1986
Lothian Breeding considered unlikely.

Low Parks, Hamilton, 1959 Bird seen displaying in May and June. Meiklejohn 1960
Lanarkshire Possibly suitable habitat at time,

but now built over.

Caithness
5–6

Moray
1

Inverness
4

Ross and Cromarty
4

Western Isles
1

Lochaber
4

Perth and
Kinross

1

Gordon
1

Kincardine and Deeside
4

Sutherland
18–20
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Western Isles each have one site (fig. 1).
The total number of pairs recorded in any

one year has ranged from one to 21, and the
number of sites occupied has varied from one
to 12 (table 3). Altogether, between 47 and 50
sites have been used for possible, probable or
confirmed breeding since 1959, nine of these
having been discovered since 1998 (fig. 2).

Five sites have been occupied in more than
ten years, and are referred to as ‘key sites’.
Numbers are thought to be stable at two of
these sites, declining at two and the fifth site has
not been occupied since 1995. Of the
remainder, no less than 72% have been occu-
pied in only one or two years (table 3).

Records by district
Caithness
Confirmed breeding has been reported from
one site in the county. Here, birds were first
recorded in 1972, and up to two pairs were
reported in eight years between 1972 and 1982.
Elsewhere, breeding has been suspected on a
number of occasions from four or five sites. At
one, Wood Sandpipers were first found in 1982,
and one or two pairs recorded in seven years
between 1982 and 2004. Of the remaining four,
one site was occupied by one pair in 1972, 1989
and 1994; at a second site, one pair was present
in 1988 and 1989; at a third site, birds were
present in suitable breeding habitat in 1983;
and finally, at another suitable site no informa-
tion on the years of occupancy or numbers of
pairs is available.

Sutherland
This is undoubtedly the best region for Wood
Sandpipers in Britain, where a maximum total
of 20 sites have been occupied. Of these, two
sites where confirmed breeding is known to
have occurred have been occupied regularly, the
first by 1–2 pairs in 13 years between 1959 and
1995, and the other by 1–3 pairs in 14 years
between 1977 and 2004. Between 10 and 12 sites
held Wood Sandpipers for only a single year
between 1962 and 2004; probable breeding
occurred at three of these sites and possible
breeding at the other nine. At another six sites,
possible breeding was recorded at two sites in
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Table 2. Number of years in which Wood
Sandpipers Tringa glareola have occupied 

potential or actual breeding sites in Scotland.

Number of sites Years of occupancy

25 1

11 2

4 3

2 5

2 7

1 8

1 13

1 14

1 22

1 23

1 31

1963 1968 1973 1978 1983 1988 1993 1998 2003

sites pairs

Fig. 2. Cumulative total of sites where Wood Sandpipers Tringa glareola have been recorded in Scotland during
the breeding season, and the combined annual total of possible, probable and confirmed breeding pairs recorded

between 1959 and 2004 (a mean figure has been used to represent a reported range of breeding pairs).
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three years (1961–62 and 1975 at one, 2002–04
at the other), and at four sites in two years
(1989–90; 1994 and 2001; 2001 and 2004;
2003–04).

Ross and Cromarty
Birds were first recorded in 1972 at a site where
breeding was subsequently confirmed. This site
has held between one and five pairs of Wood
Sandpipers in 22 years between 1972 and 2004.
Elsewhere, probable breeding was reported at
one site in 1978 and possible breeding at two
sites (1997 and 2001–02).

Western Isles
Possible breeding was recorded at one site on
North Uist in 1987 and 2002.

Inverness 
Probable breeding has occurred at two sites, the
first in 1991 only, the second held 1–2 pairs in
three years, 2001–03. Possible breeding has also
been recorded at two sites, each for one year
only, in 1978 and 2001.

Moray
Possible breeding was recorded at one site in
1981.

Gordon
Possible breeding was recorded at one site in
1977.

Kincardine and Deeside
Birds have been present in suitable habitat (i.e.
possible breeding) at four sites; one site held
birds in two years (1978 and 1980), while the
other three sites were occupied in just one year
(1973, 1978, 2000).

Badenoch and Strathspey
The Insh Marshes have long been recognised as
an important breeding site for Wood Sand-
pipers in Britain. Birds were occasionally
recorded here on passage in May during the
1940s, 1950s and 1960s, and oversummered for
the first time in 1965. Nesting was first reported
in 1968 and the species has subsequently been
recorded here in a total of 31 years, although
breeding has not been proved each year.
Numbers peaked in 1980, at between five and
seven pairs. Breeding attempts have been less
frequent in recent years, with birds being
recorded in only six of the ten years to 2004.
The reasons for this decline are unknown but
may be due to afforestation in the vicinity of
the marsh. In addition, Wood Sandpipers have
bred or attempted to breed at three other sites
in Badenoch and Strathspey. At one site, birds
were present in 1976 and 1985; at a second site,
birds occupied suitable breeding habitat for the
first time in 1981, and since 1983 one or two
pairs have nested annually; and a third site, dis-
covered as recently as 1998, has been occupied
by 2–6 pairs in each subsequent year.

44. A breeding site for Wood Sandpipers Tringa glareola in Ross and Cromarty, June 2006.This site held 
between one and five pairs in 22 years between 1972 and 2004.The range of habitats includes open water,

grassland, heath and mire communities.
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Table 3. Number of possible, probable and confirmed breeding pairs of Wood Sandpiper Tringa glareola in
Scotland, and number of occupied sites within each district, 1959–2004. In the table, the following abbreviations

apply: Caithness (C); Sutherland (S); Ross and Cromarty (R&C);Western Isles (W), Inverness (I); Moray (M);
Gordon (G); Kincardine and Deeside (K&D); Badenoch and Strathspey (B&S); Lochaber (L); Perth and Kinross
(P&K). Note that one known Sutherland site has been excluded from this table as there are no data for the

known numbers of pairs or years of occupation.

Year No. of pairs No. of occupied sites
C S R&C W I M G K&D B&S L P&K

1959 1 1

1960 2 1 1

1961 2 2

1962 2 2

1962/63 1 1

1964 1 1

1965 1 1

1966 1 1

1967 1–2 1

1968 8–12 2 1 1 1

1969 2 1 1

1970 2–3 1 1

1971 3 1 1 1

1972 7 2 1 1 1

1973 3 1 1 1

1974 3 1 1

1975 6 1 2 1

1976 4 1 2 1

1977 4–5 1 1 1 1

1978 9 1 2 1 2 1

1979 5–6 1 1 1

1980 10–12 1 1 1 1 1

1981 7 2 1 2

1982 7 2 1 1 1

1983 6 1 1 2

1984 7–8 1 1 2 1

1985 3–5 3

1986 3–4 1 2

1987 5–6 1 1 1 2

1988 7–14 2 1 1 2

1989 5–6 2 1 2

1990 3–4 1 2

1991 3–4 1 2

1992 5–7 1 1 2

1993 1–9 1 1 2 1

1994 10–12 2 2 1 2 1

1995 8–9 3 1 2

1996 7–9 1 1 2 1

1997 10 1 2 2 1

1998 10 1 1 3

1999 5–7 1 2

2000 10–13 1 1 1 2

2001 13–15 2 2 2 3

2002 12–15 2 2 1 1 2

2003 13–16 4 1 1 2

2004 18–21 1 7 1 3



Lochaber
A nest was found at one site in 1960 and at
another site where breeding was confirmed,
Wood Sandpipers were present in five years
(1967–69 and 1993–94). Probable breeding was
recorded at a third site in 1996 and 1997, and
possible breeding at a fourth site in 1984.

Perth and Kinross
One site held one or two pairs in five years
between 1966 and 1976.

Other areas
There are three documented records of Wood
Sandpipers assumed to be on passage but which
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45. Between 18 and 20 sites have been recorded as breeding sites of Wood Sandpiper Tringa glareola in
Sutherland.This site, photographed in June 2006, has been occupied in 13 years since the first record in 1959,

with the last record in 1995.Wood Sandpipers bred in the open habitat of mire and wet heath,
intersected by pools, boggy channels and heathery ground.
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Fig. 3. Comparison of the annual total of Wood Sandpipers Tringa glareola recorded during spring migration 
in Scotland, and the annual number of possible, probable and confirmed pairs occupying potential breeding
sites in Scotland, 1968–2000 (a mean figure has been used to represent a reported range of breeding pairs).
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referred to singing or dis-
playing birds. Of these,
two (at Gladhouse Reser-
voir, Midlothian, and
Hamilton Low Parks,
South Lanarkshire) are
mentioned in table 1. The
third record concerns a
bird on Coll, Argyll &
Bute, in 1984. In this case,
the source could not be
contacted to clarify habitat
and other details.

Effects of climate and
climate change
It has been suggested that
the number of breeding
pairs of Wood Sandpipers
may be affected by spring
weather, with abnormally
cool temperatures or east-
erly winds resulting in
more spring migrants
remaining in Britain and
increasing the number of
breeding birds for that
year. This study found that
the number of spring
migrants in Scotland was correlated with the
number of breeding pairs recorded in each year
(r=0.38, p=0.03, df=31). This positive correla-
tion suggests that such a relationship exists, and
a comparison between the number of breeding
pairs and spring migrants is shown in fig. 3.

Before drawing too many conclusions from
this relationship, the influence of spring
weather conditions requires further investiga-
tion. Comparison between the number of
breeding pairs and the strength of the North
Atlantic Oscillation showed no obvious rela-
tionship, and so other factors may be influ-
encing this effect. The climate of northern
Scotland is predicted to become warmer, with
springs becoming wetter and summers drier
(www.sniffer.org.uk/climatehandbook/). These
changes will have an effect on wetland habitats,
although whether this will deter or benefit
Wood Sandpipers remains unclear. At a popula-
tion level, the whole of this species’ range may
shift northwards. At a site level, higher water
levels in spring could affect breeding-site
choice, while drier summers could have both
positive and negative effects – reduced chilling,

increased chick survival, but drier conditions
reducing invertebrate supply. Future research
on the factors that influence chick survival may
shed more light on the possible impacts from
climate change.

Long-term prospects 
In recent years, there has been an increase in
both the number of sites and the number of
breeding pairs of Wood Sandpipers being
recorded in Britain. Whether this represents a
real change in circumstances, or is the result of
greater observer effort is unknown. It would
suggest, however, that the current status of this
rare breeding bird appears reasonably secure.

In recent decades, there have been only five
key breeding sites for Wood Sandpiper in
Britain. Two sites are presently thought to hold
stable populations, but the number of breeding
pairs is believed to be declining at two other
sites, while the fifth has not been occupied in
recent years. Given that the overall number of
breeding pairs appears to be stable or increasing
(fig. 2, p. 115), it is not clear whether the decline
or loss of former key sites is an issue. Forestry
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46. A Wood Sandpiper Tringa glareola on its Scottish breeding grounds in June
2006. Having arrived in the breeding areas, the birds are particularly vocal 

when establishing their territory.
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management is thought to be responsible for
the decline at one site, and targeted manage-
ment at this site may alleviate the problem and
reverse the decline. The reason(s) for the fall in
numbers at the other site is unknown.

Specific sites have suffered damage from
forestry planting and agricultural drainage, and,
where possible, such damage should be
reversed. Some sites in Caithness, Sutherland,
Ross and Cromarty, and Badenoch and Strath-
spey are now protected through designation as
Sites of Special Scientific Interest under the
Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as
amended), and as Special Protection Areas,
under the EEC Directive 79/409 on The 
Conservation of Wild Birds. It is probable that
peatland restoration work being carried 
out in Caithness and Sutherland (www.
lifepeatlandsproject.com) will also provide
additional suitable habitat.

Research is now needed to identify the
precise ecological requirements of breeding
Wood Sandpipers in Britain. Initial research has
been completed at one site (Kalejta-Summers
2002), which demonstrated that during the
chick-rearing period, there was a strong prefer-
ence for the wetter parts of the marsh. These
provided the chicks with good cover, while

reduced livestock grazing and decreased abun-
dance of the Common Bent grass Agrostis capil-
laris were also important. During summer
2006, a two-year research project began, with
the aim of expanding this work to cover a range
of sites. A better understanding of the ecological
requirements of Wood Sandpipers throughout
the breeding season will allow sensitive and
positive land management, targeted specifically
at this species, to be promoted by land-manage-
ment advisers. This may include control of
water levels, management of forest-edge habitat
and grazing and/or cutting of wetland habitats.

Given the tight window of opportunity for
detecting breeding Wood Sandpipers and the
remoteness of many of the areas of suitable
habitat, it is likely that there are more birds
breeding each year than those being recorded.
Since 1998, nine new sites have been discovered,
some through survey work carried out in
remote areas on behalf of the BTO, and others
during evaluation as potential development
sites. Many sites where birds have been recorded
on only one or two occasions have seldom been
visited again during the breeding season. Even
some of the long-standing sites are visited infre-
quently. To rectify this, RSPB Scotland plans to
survey every known site during the summer of
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47. A relatively new breeding site for Wood Sandpipers Tringa glareola in Badenoch and Strathspey, June 2006. Up
to three pairs have bred here since 1989, where the loch provides the main breeding and feeding habitats 

for the birds.
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2007, and it is clear that there are exciting
opportunities ahead for fieldwork in more
remote areas for the next national Atlas.
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