
The Christopher Cadbury Wetland Reserve at Upton Warren 

Recent changes in The Flashes and the effect on wading birds 
 

In 2012 John Belsey, volunteer reserve warden, wrote an article on the demise 
of waders at The Flashes.  Since then, there have been several changes in how 
we manage the reserve so we asked John if he would update the information.  
Below is a summary of his monitoring. 

 

What are the recent changes? 

The change with most impact has 
been the introduction of a grazing 
regime.  Initially the cattle were 
allowed to graze all around the 
2nd Flash but during the breeding 
season they were confined to the 
three areas contained within the 
corrals (B,C,D on the map).  

• The un-grazed areas in front of the 
hide (E) and the north meadow (A) 
allowed nesting waders to be 
unhindered and not suffer nest loss 
by trampling cattle.  

• B and C were grazed continuously 
throughout the spring and summer.  

• Grazing in D ceased in early 
summer to allow meadowsweet 
and other plants to grow.  

We’ve monitored the effects of 
different grazing periods on the 
vegetation and avifauna and 
tweaked things accordingly to 
maximise the benefit for both.  

To assist the grazing cattle and 
encourage them to feed on the 
phragmites, all reedbeds were 
mowed prior to them arriving.   



Meadow (A) 

This was grazed throughout autumn and winter only.  In conjunction with the reeds 
being cut on the east and west ends, the obvious effect was how ‘open’ the meadow 
appeared with a short grass sward. The cattle also created small areas of shallow, 
muddy pools where teal, lapwing, curlew, snipe and wintering finches fed.  The most 
rewarding and beneficial effect was on the breeding birds - 2017 saw record 
numbers of waders breeding in the meadow - lapwing (seven pairs), avocet (nine 
pairs), oystercatcher (one pair). Unfortunately the success rate was poor, in part due 
to a very unseasonal cold spell but mostly from predation by buzzards.  

The cut reeds at the west end of the meadow held a large colony of black-headed 
gulls (c80 pairs); once the reeds grew back they abandoned the site but the early 
breeders were mostly successful.  The spread of the saltmarsh plants is also 
apparent as the linnet flock regularly feeds there, as it does in front of the hide.  

Since the grazing ceased and the breeding season is over, the grass has remained 
relatively short and still offers refuge to night-time roosting birds. The phragmites, 
however, has grown back and ‘enclosed’ the area.  The main problem during the 
breeding season was the incursion by cattle along the shore of 2nd Flash but, 
generally, the grazing regime and reed cutting was successful.  

Management: grazing, reed eradication, regular fox fence check 

Benefits: increased saltmarsh, wader breeding site, future wildfowl grazing, winter feeding 
for passerines 

Threats: wader chick predation, reed encroachment 

Remedy: coiled spikes on fox fence posts, continue reed management, graze Sept-March 

East Meadow (B) 

The section here consists mostly of grass with some scrub and reeds.  It was grazed 
throughout the year and the reeds were mowed in the winter.  It offered feeding 
opportunities for lapwing chicks and in wet conditions it is ideal for probing waders 
such as snipe and curlew.  The lower wetter area near the drainage ditch was used 
by avocet and their chicks but as the reeds grew this area was abandoned.  The 
dryer short grassy areas were good for adult lapwing to feed and a pair of yellow 
wagtails were seen on a couple of occasions.  From a bird perspective it is the least 
important area but its ‘openness’ is imperative for the overall benefit of the meadow.  

Management: continuous grazing, remove scrub (certainly at water end), remove reeds 

Benefits: feeding areas for waders and passerines, the openness gives security to waders 

Threats: scrub and reed encroachment 



East Marsh (C) 

This was the most diverse of the five and also the ‘wettest’, consisting of grassland, 
juncus/sedge, reed mace, blackthorn scrub, reedbeds and a floating bog.   

The reeds here are at their densest and 
are used by reed warbler, water rail and 
other marsh birds for breeding.  On a 
larger reserve, this would be an 
exceptional habitat for a diverse range of 
birds and other wildlife but it is at the 
centre of the prime grassland habitat so, 
together with adjacent blackthorn scrub, 
has the effect of fragmenting the open 
wader habitat.  This year the combination 
of mowing the reeds, cutting back the 
blackthorn and then grazing made for a very attractive wader habitat.  For only the 
second time in c20 years lapwing nested here (four pairs nested two hatched chicks 
but cold weather and buzzards curtailed success).  

The continuous cattle grazing of this section had several desired effects including the 
maintenance of a very short vegetated area for breeding waders.  Trampling by 
cattle also maintained shallow muddy pools, providing feeding for waders throughout 
the breeding season. (The likelihood of nest trampling is high but only one was lost - 
a price worth paying in what would otherwise be a wader-free zone). 

The ideal habitat would be a mixture of grass and juncus interspersed by small 
muddy pools; reeds along the east boundary fence would provide enough habitat for 
the existing reed warbler colony.  Avocet did not use the east shore of 2nd Flash for 
chick rearing possibly because the corral fencing was used as a perch by predators. 

Management: reed spraying, scrub removal, permanent grazing, maintain fox fence 

Benefits: nest sites for lapwing (snipe and redshank were present well into the spring), 
extensive feeding areas for waders and duck 

Negatives: loss of reed warbler and water rail habitat (plenty elsewhere on reserve) 

Threats: Loss of wader chicks and eggs due to predation 

Remedy: Consider removal corral fencing when reeds eradicated. Cut low remaining scrub 
to stop magpie nesting, remove overhanging oak branches where buzzards perched 

 

 

Lapwing chick © Dave Walker 



Southern Meadow (D) 

This section is quite large, relatively dry and more 
elevated than elsewhere.  It borders the 3rd Flash to 
the east where reeds and an un-vegetated muddy 
shoreline dominate.  The northern end skirts the 2nd 
Flash and reeds cover 90% of the shore.  Behind it is 
a large bed of sedge that runs continuously to the 
western fox fence line.  These areas were formerly 
covered in Juncus rush and was the prime site for 
wintering snipe and jack snipe; this has been forced 
further up and is much reduced in area.  Curlews also 
mated in this section and held territory for a while just 
a few years ago.  Apart from sedge warbler and reed 
bunting breeding in the area, nothing else really uses 
it these days. 

In 2016/2017 after mowing and heavy strimming, cattle grazing opened it up and 
created a vibrant grazing marsh. At least four lapwing nests were made and 
redshank and snipe were ever present.  Two broods of lapwing chicks spent their 
short lives feeding here; unfortunately grazing ceased in late spring, the reeds took 
hold and the ‘openness’ was lost.  However, a rare spotted crake found the habitat to 
its liking in August.  

Management: complete removal of reeds along 2nd Flash, mow sedge, encourage juncus to 
return (it appears to be unpalatable to cattle) 

 Hide Grassland (E) 

Where phragmites was treated in front of the hide (Sep 2016), it was completely 
eradicated.  This resulted in the area being used by waders as a feeding area, 
mostly avocet, little ringed plover and sandpipers.  Phragmites remained in an area 
that was partially treated but waders tended not to feed too close to it (probably 
forcing lapwing chicks further afield to less safe areas). A pair of lapwing nested 
close to the reeds but abandoned as the reeds grew tall.  

Management: requires annual mowing and seasonal grazing 

Conclusion 

Once the reeds have been eradicated and grazing regime implemented around the 
2nd Flash, the wader population (other than avocets) should increase. The drop in 
water levels will probably see a decline in snipe and teal during winter.  Reed 
warblers and water rail will decline with the loss of reedbeds but passage waders 
during spring and autumn should increase. 

Cattle in section D © Andy Harris 


