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‘Tracking the Sociable Lapwing in Turkmenistan’ – Mark Underhill 

Mark has just joined the NT as Countryside Manager for North Pembrokeshire replacing 
Andrew Tuddenham who has taken on wider responsibilities with the NT win Wales. 

Mark previously worked for RSPB Cymru and in 2015 took a sabbatical break to join a ‘field 
study’ looking at the migration routes of Sociable Lapwing (SL for the rest of this report).  

The background to the study was trying to find the causes of the serious population 
decline of the SL in the early 2000s. Its main breeding ground now is the steppes of 
Kazakhstan but studies have found no particular problems there. More recent studies have 
looked at SL migration routes. There is a western flyway to Arabia and Sudan with a 
staging site in the Caucasus, and a less well known eastern flyway to Pakistan and North 
India with a staging site along the border between Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. The Amu 
Dara river (Oxus to the ancients) runs through this area. 

Mark’s expedition was seeking to understand what problems the SL might have in this 
resting area. The expedition had to be in two groups since Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan 
are hostile to each other and it is virtually impossible to cross directly between the two 
countries. However, modern electronic communication meant the two groups could be in 
constant contact.  

Satellite maps showed the local terrain was arid steppe but with significant areas 
supporting agriculture, made possible by large irrigation channels built in the Soviet era. 

There was an initial concern that migrating SLs, numbered in thousands, could fly through 
the area without being spotted. However birds soon appeared and settled to a behaviour 
pattern that was similar from day to day, feeding in the steppe and roosting  in the 
agricultural area. It was not clear why they did this as it involved a circa 50km round trip. 
A possible reason was that they were more at risk of predator raptors in the steppe. The 
SLs were indeed social and did not get upset by 4x4s driving among them. 

The expedition saw more SLs than expected, in the region of 6 to 7 thousand which could 
well be half the species total.  The study did not find any evidence that this part of their 
migration would have caused the earlier population loss. 

Mark can now settle to a less exotic, but more comfortable life in Pembrokeshire. He is 
unlikely to have problems with  ‘Cardies’ on his new border.


