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Across Ireland, breeding wader populations 
have experienced significant declines in 
recent decades. Species such as Curlew, 
Lapwing, Redshank and Dunlin are now 
among the most threatened birds in the 
country, largely due to habitat loss, land-use 
change and increasing predation pressures.

In response, the Breeding Waders EIP 
has been established as a collaborative, 
science-led initiative, bringing together 
farmers, researchers, state agencies and 
local communities to restore habitats and 
help secure the future of these iconic 
species.

Habitat Enhancement
& Restoration

The Breeding Waders EIP aims to protect 
and restore habitats while supporting 
sustainable farming practices. Working closely 
with farmers and landowners to implement 
targeted, evidence-based actions that benefit 
both agricultural productivity and biodiversity.

Farm plans are tailored to individual 
landowners, ensuring that habitat 
management aligns with local conditions and 
the ecological needs of breeding waders. This 
approach ensures that conservation measures 
are practical, effective and sustainable over 
the long term.

Collaborative
Conservation

Collaboration is central to the success of the 
project, enabling expertise and resources to 
be shared across organisations and regions.
Key collaborative initiatives include:

•	 Installation of a 1.6 km temporary nest 
	 protection fence in Achill, delivered in 
	 partnership with LIFE on Machair, Dulra, 
	 and the local community.
•	 Upgrade of a 2 km predator-proof fence 
	 at Sheskinmore Wildfowl Sanctuary in 
	 Donegal, in collaboration with the 
	 National Parks and Wildlife Service 
	 (NPWS).

•	 Joint management efforts with An Taisce 
	 at Mongan Bog, enhancing conditions for 
	 breeding waders.
•	 Creation of wader scrapes on a 
	 demonstration farm in Leitrim, working 
	 alongside ACRES Breifne.
•	 Ongoing habitat rehabilitation at Lough 
	 Ree, in partnership with NPWS.

These collaborative efforts demonstrate the 
value of coordinated action across multiple 
stakeholders.

Headstarting

One of the most innovative elements of 
the project is its work on headstarting, a 
conservation technique where eggs or chicks 
are reared in controlled conditions before 
being released into the wild.

The results to date are promising. A total 
of 42 Curlew chicks have been successfully 
reared and released over two years, with 
27 in 2024 and a further 15 in 2025. 
Encouragingly, in April 2026, one of the 
birds headstarted in 2024 returned to a 
breeding site on the island of Ireland — a 
significant and hopeful milestone for the 
project.

In a major milestone, the project has also 
achieved Ireland’s first-ever GPS tagging of 
Curlew fledglings. These lightweight tags are 
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providing new insights into the movement 
patterns and behaviours of these birds.

Headstarting efforts have also expanded 
beyond Curlew. In 2025, 11 Dunlin chicks 
were headstarted and released marking the 
first initiative of its kind in Ireland and only 
the second globally.

Predation Risk Management

Predation remains one of the most 
significant challenges facing breeding waders, 
with nests and chicks particularly vulnerable 
during the breeding season. 

In response, the project has adopted a 
comprehensive, science-led approach, 
combining practical action on the ground 
with training, collaboration, and innovation.
Central to this work is the protection of 
nests in high-risk areas. Carefully planned 
measures, such as predator exclusion 
fencing delivered in partnership with other 
conservation initiatives, are helping to give 
vulnerable birds the space and security they 
need to breed successfully.

This effort is supported by a growing 
network of trained Nest Protection 
Officers, equipped with the skills and 
knowledge to respond effectively in the 
field. The Breeding Waders EIP has also 
developed a certified Nest Protection 
training programme, leading to a recognised 
qualification, another first of its kind in 
Ireland.

Technological innovation plays a key role 
in managing predation risk. The project has 
created a dedicated GIS application which 
supports accurate data collection.
In September 2025, the project launched 
the Midlands Mink Eradication Pilot 
Programme, the first initiative of its kind in 
Ireland, in collaboration with the National 
Association of Regional Game Councils 
(NARGC) and supported by NPWS 
funding.

Informing Policy
and Future Practice

While much of the work takes place on 

the ground, the project is also helping to 

shape the bigger picture. By linking practical 

experience with research, it is contributing 

to a growing body of knowledge that will 

inform future conservation efforts in Ireland 

and beyond.

Ongoing research is examining the 

relationships between land use, agricultural 

policy, and biodiversity, as well as identifying 

best practice in habitat management and 

species protection. This ensures that the 

lessons learned through the project don’t 

remain localised but instead feed into wider 

discussions around nature restoration and 

sustainable land management.

By bridging the gap between science, 

policy, and practice, the initiative is helping 

to ensure that conservation measures are 

not only effective today, but resilient and 

adaptable for the future.
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Launch of Midlands Mink Eradications Pilot Programme at the National Ploughing Championships in Sept 2025
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Communities, Engagement
and Education

The long-term success of any conservation 
effort depends not only on science and 
policy, but on people. At the heart of the 
Breeding Waders EIP is a strong belief 
that lasting change comes through public 
awareness and community involvement.

Education and outreach are central pillars 
of conservation work. By engaging with 
schools and third-level institutions, the 
project is helping to bring biodiversity 
to life for young people, connecting them 
directly with the landscapes and species 
at risk. Through these experiences, 
students gain a deeper understanding 
of the challenges facing breeding waders 
and the role each of us can play in 
protecting them.

A key initiative is the Wader Ambassador 
Programme, launched in 2026, which 
focuses on primary school children. 
Designed to inspire curiosity and 
stewardship, the programme encourages 
young people to take pride in their local 
environment and to become advocates for 
nature within their own communities.

By fostering this sense of connection from 
an early age, the project is investing not 
just in the protection of breeding waders 
today, but in a future where conservation is 
understood, valued, and championed by the 
generations to come.

Tracking Progress, 
Building Knowledge

Behind every successful conservation 
effort lies a strong foundation of evidence. 
Digital mapping, mobile data collection, and 
improved systems for sharing information 
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are making it easier to gather, manage and 
interpret data in real time. 

These advances not only support day-to-
day decision-making in the field but also 
ensure that insights can be shared more 
widely among partners, strengthening 
collaboration across the project.

At the same time, ongoing surveys and 
monitoring programmes continue to 
expand our understanding of breeding 
wader populations and their habitats. 
By building this evidence base year by 
year, the project is creating a more 
informed and adaptive approach to 
conservation.

Advancing Research
and Understanding

Alongside fieldwork, the project is 
underpinned by a strong research 
programme that is helping to deepen 
scientific understanding of the pressures 
facing breeding waders. From exploring 
predator behaviour to examining food 
availability and habitat conditions, this work 
is shedding light on the complex factors 
that influence breeding success.

Findings are shared through national 
and international platforms, ensuring that 

lessons learned contribute not just locally, 
but to wider efforts to protect wader 
species.

Looking Ahead

The Breeding Waders EIP is already 
demonstrating what can be achieved 
through collaboration, innovation and 
evidence-based action. From habitat 
restoration and headstarting programmes 
to predator management, data collection 
and community engagement, the project 
is delivering tangible results on the
ground.

Ireland’s breeding waders continue 
to face immense challenges, but the 
progress made since project launch 
in May 2024 demonstrates what is 
possible when expertise, innovation 
and community support come 
together.

Collaborative conservation is the path 
forward, and the Breeding Waders EIP 
will continue to build on this momentum, 
working with partners across Ireland 
and beyond to secure a future for these 
remarkable birds.
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