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ABOUT THIS BOOK




 

This book is designed for those with a general interest in Irish birds who would like a simple, easy-to-use and well-illustrated guide to the most frequently occurring birds in Ireland. Rare and unusual species have been left out as these are for the more experienced birdwatcher and are covered by other books. However, a few scarce birds have been included when they are of particular Irish significance. Birds have been selected for this guide on the basis that they are the ones most likely to be encountered by the beginner and the nonspecialist birdwatcher.

There are many different ways of presenting a guide to birds. In this book birds are grouped according to families and species, in order to aid identification between similar types. Each species description highlights the features which help in identifying a bird and gives information on the habitat(s) occupied by the species, the season during which it is present, and the areas in which it occurs.

Irish bird names are taken from BirdWatch Ireland’s Checklist of the Birds of Ireland (1999).


 




GENERAL NOTES ON BIRD IDENTIFICATION




 

Many beginners feel intimidated by the apparent difficulties of identifying so many different kinds of birds. The biggest problem is getting close enough to a bird to see it properly. There are two ways of overcoming this. First, set up a simple bird table in your garden, close to a window, where you can watch many different birds coming and going. This is how I started off when, at an early age, I became curious about birds. The other way is to visit wildfowl or other bird collections where birds are tame and allow close approach. A few good places to start might be St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin; The Lough, Cork; Dublin Zoo; The North Slob Wildfowl Reserve, Co. Wexford; Castle Espie Wildfowl Collection, Comber, Co. Down; and Fota Wildlife Park, Co. Cork.

After you have acquired the basic rudiments of bird identification, the next – and most enjoyable – way to increase your knowledge is to join a field outing of a bird club or organisation or, better still, tag along with a friend who is more experienced than you. It is amazing how quickly you will learn to identify a greater number of birds, not only by plumage but also by the songs and the way they move or fly. The only piece of equipment needed is a pair of reasonably priced binoculars (magnification of 8×30 is best to start with), plus a notebook to record what you see.

There are seven basic categories of information that will aid you on your path to successful bird identification:

1 SIZE: Is it larger or smaller than, or the same size as, a bird familiar to you (such as the robin or the blackbird)?

2 SHAPE: What kind of shape is the body (round, plump, thin);head (big, small);neck (long, short, bent); bill (long, short, thick, thin, upturned, downturned); wings (long, short, pointed, rounded, forming fingers); legs (long, short);tail (long, short, forked, square, rounded), and so on?

3 BEHAVIOUR: How does it move? Does it bob or wag its tail? Does it do anything unusual? How does it feed? How does it behave in water (sitting, diving, taking off, landing)? Does it wade? Does it dive into the water from the sky? Does it run along the tideline?

4 FLIGHT: Does it fly slow or fast, high or low; what about the wingbeats? Does it soar in lines in a ‘V’ formation? Does it fly in a straight line, or in undulations?

5 PLUMAGE MARKS: Are there any distinguishing plumage details? Does it have a head stripe above, through, or below the eye? Are there any significant colours, streaking, or spotting? What colour are the rump and tail feathers? Are there any wing bars or patterns on the upper sides of the wings?

6 CALL AND SONG: What kind of call note does it make for a normal contact or flight call, and when it is disturbed or threatened? How does the song sound? Does the bird sing on the wing, from a perch, or at night?

7 HABITAT: In what kind of environment does it occur, and at what time of the year?


 




A CODE OF CONDUCT FOR BIRDWATCHERS




 

Help the birds by keeping disturbance to a minimum


	avoid scaring birds at the nest: predators may take eggs or young

	take extra care where ground-nesting birds breed: well-camouflaged eggs can be trodden on

	do not stay long near a nest: the eggs or young may become chilled

	do not disturb feeding birds unnecessarily in very cold weather: they may be struggling to survive

	rare breeding birds are at risk from egg-collectors; only visit protected haunts



Help to conserve birds by protecting their habitats


	take care not to start fire on heaths or in woodlands

	keep to paths wherever possible

	some forms of litter can be lethal to birds



Respect the law and other people’s rights


	abide by the bird protection laws at all times

	always obey the Country Code

	respect the rights of landowners; always get permission



(Based on the code produced by the RSPB)


 




HABITATS




 

Gardens, Parks and Buildings

Most people first come in close contact with birds in their gardens or in parks. A garden ideal for birds will have uncultivated parts that will appeal to seed-eating finches; a small pond or area of water where the birds can bathe, preen and drink; attractive berried shrubs and nesting cover in thick hedges, shrubs and small trees; and a bird table placed out of reach of cats and well stocked with peanuts, fat and other scraps.

Bird tables allow close-up views of a wide variety of birds, and you may see anything from a robin, blackbird or blue tit to coal tits, dunnocks and jackdaws. Bullfinches, long-tailed tits and goldcrests all look for food during the winter. Sparrowhawks may swoop through gardens and parks to catch and kill unsuspecting birds.

Buildings and man-made structures play an essential role in offering nesting sites, and these features of the urban environment provide you with daily opportunities to sharpen up your observation skills.

Farmland and Hedgerows

Ireland’s membership of the European Union has had both good and bad environmental consequences for bird life. Overstocking of sheep has spelt the demise of upland moors and coastal machair. Changes in farming practices towards maximising the grass crop have meant that a variety of countryside birds have suffered, such as the corncrake, partridge and quail, and the now-extinct corn bunting. Other birds, however, are thriving. Grassland pasture provides rich food resources of invertebrates, quickly exploited by the rook, jackdaw and starling. Birds feeding on carrion have also been prospering on sheep casualties, while magpies continue their dramatic expansion.

There has been little clearance of hedgerows, and this has benefited species such as the robin, song thrush, chaffinch and yellowhammer, which use this habitat for nesting and shelter. During the winter months, the mosaic of hedgerow and extensive grass pastureland presents the ideal habitat for visiting fieldfares, redwings, blackbirds and the less frequent bramblings.

Farmers have developed a more benign attitude towards birds of prey and this has taken some pressure off the kestrel and sparrowhawk. Birdwatchers are much more likely to encounter a peregrine or buzzard than twenty years ago.

Woodland and Scrub

Today, Ireland is one of the least-wooded countries of Europe. Most of the woodland cover is made up of two alien species, sitka spruce and lodgepole pine. National afforestation programmes are now gathering momentum, with 10,000 to 20,000 hectares of new coniferous forest planted every year. Only about two per cent of the country is covered by deciduous woodland, much of it oak. The most abundant species of birds in summer are chaffinches, robins, goldcrests, blue tits, coal tits and wrens. Many common woodland birds of our nearest neighbour, Britain, are absent from Ireland. The lack of extensive broad-leaved woodland deprives it of a richer bird life.

In the meantime, afforestation has opened up new breeding habitats for many birds. Hen harriers, sedge and grasshopper warblers, woodcocks, whinchats and whitethroats, enjoy the nesting cover provided by the young growing trees. After six or seven years, however, the closing tree canopy changes the attractiveness of the shrub layer as a nesting and feeding habitat and a second group, including crossbill, siskin, long-eared owl, goldcrest, coal tit and jay, moves into the maturing plantations to exploit the habitat offered by the tall trees.

Moorland and Uplands

Peat bogs constitute one of the most characteristic features of Ireland. There are two basic types: raised bogs, which can rise up to four metres above the flat Midland landscape; and blanket bogs, which occur extensively in western Ireland, both at low level and on hills and mountains. The number and diversity of bird in these habitats are low because of the limited availability of food. In the old days, before the sheep invaded Ireland, the bogs were covered with tall stands of heather that supported a larger bird population.

Skylarks, meadow pipits and snipe are the commonest birds of the bogs and moorlands. Hooded crows and ravens inspect the bogs for carrion or young birds, while mallard visit bog pools to devour the seeds of the floating pondweed. Bogland was once the favoured habitat of the Greenland’s white-fronted geese. In recent years fewer flocks have been visiting boglands, the geese preferring the richer improved grasslands on flat farmland. Golden plovers are found breeding in mountain bogs in a few, very scattered pairs. Ravens and peregrines breed on many mountain cliffs, whereas merlins prefer to breed in lowland blanket bogs. Ring ouzels are present in a few of the mountain areas but only in small numbers. Red grouse continue to decline.

Freshwater

Ireland is essentially a land of lakes. All this water provides very rich habitats both for the resident breeding birds and for the visiting waterfowl from the Arctic. Most large lakes are found in the central plain. They are shallow, with extensive marginal vegetation, good fish populations and several kinds of insects that support a varied birdlife, from the little grebe to herons. Some gulls and terns breed on islands, especially in western lakes.

Lakes set on hard rocks accommodate only a limited range of birds, from the occasional red-breasted merganser to the red-throated diver. Rivers in lowland areas are slow-moving and rich in food. In their reedy backwaters, mute swans and moorhens breed, while kingfishers nest in sandy riverbanks. Turbulent and rocky streams attract dippers and grey wagtails. Marshes and reed beds are essential habitats for many birds, such as snipe, reed buntings, sedge warblers and the rarely seen water rail. Turloughs, or temporary lakes, are a special feature of the Irish landscape. They fill up in wet weather from October until April, and recede as the water table drops during the summer, and host a variety of birds, such as wintering Bewick’s swans. The Shannon callow lands are very important breeding sites; two of Ireland’s rarest breeding species, the shoveler and black-tailed godwit, breed there.

Coastal Areas

The Irish coastline is extremely diverse, with a range of habitats extending from towering cliffs to sheltered beaches, estuaries, lagoons, loughs, a fjord, drowned river valleys, shallow and deep inshore waters, as well as numerous offshore islands. At places such as the Saltee Islands, Co. Wexford, myriads of kittiwakes, puffins, fulmars, razorbills, guillemots, gulls and many more birds can be seen at their breeding ledges or nesting sites, courting and fighting, building nests, incubating eggs and feeding chicks. Gannets, Manx shearwaters and storm petrels are frequently seen searching inshore waters. Colonies of the Arctic and common terns occur on offshore islands in Connemara, while little terns nest on pebbly beaches, particularly along the east coast.

Estuaries are also some of the most rewarding places to visit. During the winter, large numbers of waders such as dunlin, redshank and godwits can be seen feeding on mudflats. Rocky shores appeal to other wading birds: turnstones are frequently found along sections of the west and north coast, along with purple sandpipers and oystercatchers. In the inshore waters, great northern and red-throated divers lurk low like battleships, while packs of common scoter congregate and bob on the surface. Further out, eiders, long-tailed ducks and black guillemots brave choppier seas.


 




Irish Birds




 

DIVERS AND GREBES
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RED-THROATED DIVER

Gavia stellata

Lóma rua

[image: images]

Identification The best distinguishing feature between the red-throated and the closely related great northern diver (here) is the slender, upturned bill, which is apparent at a distance. Also, the red-throat has a paler grey plumage, finely speckled with white. Birds in breeding plumage have a grey head and a smart, red throat patch. Their grey upper parts are not speckled during the summer.

Habitat Occur in ones and twos, particularly in shallow, sandy-bottomed areas.

Feeding Red-throated divers feed onflat fish, which they dive for in shallow waters.

Breeding The red-throated diver also occurs in this country as a rare breeding species, with only 5–6 pairs in 2004 in the moorland loughs of Co. Donegal.

When and where Concentrations in the shallow sandy bays in Wexford, Dublin, Louth and south Down. The Shannon Estuary, Galway Bay, and the Broadhaven and Killala bays, Co. Mayo, also carry good numbers.
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GREAT NORTHERN DIVER

Gavia immer

Lóma mór

[image: images]


Identification In winter its upper parts are dark grey-brown without any white speckling, contrasting with a white throat. It differs from the red-throated diver by its larger size, thicker neck, a larger angular head and a noticeably bigger and heavier bill. In March, some adults show signs of breeding plumage, with a black head, an incomplete white neck collar and large white spots on dark upper parts.

Habitat Less confined to shallow inland waters than the red-throated diver, the great northern is equally happy in deeper water and can be found as far as 10 km from the coast.

Voice Their prolonged and mournful wailing can sometimes be heard in autumn and spring.

When and where The great northern diver is more numerous and widespread in Irish coastal waters than the red-throated diver (here). Numbers are highest off the west coast.
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LITTLE GREBE

Tachybaptus ruficollis

Spágaire tonn
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Identification The little grebe (or dabchick) is the smallest of our grebes and has a blunt-ended appearance and a short neck. In summer, it has dark brown upper parts with chestnut cheeks and throat. The base of the white-tipped black bill is yellow-green. In winter, the upper parts are paler and the chestnut cheeks change to a buffish-white colour.

Habitat Little grebes are shy and skulking, and can be easily missed or overlooked. Small lakes, ponds and waterways, with plenty of vegetation to provide cover and suitable anchorage for their floating nests, are favourite habitats.

Feeding They dive either silently or with a small leap and splash, hunting sticklebacks, other small fish and insects.

Voice During spring, the grebes have a whinnying trill which is made by both birds during courtship.

When and where The little grebe is a widespread breeder, with 3,000–6,000 pairs well distributed throughout the country.
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GREAT CRESTED GREBE

Podiceps cristatus

Foitheach mór
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Identification The great crested grebe is our largest grebe, with a conspicuous black, double-horned head crest and ear tufts of black-tipped, extended chestnut frills. The bill is long and the neck is slender, long and silky-white in colour. During the 19th century, the grebe was brought close to extinction in Britain (only 42 pairs remained) by a fashion demand for grebe feathers to decorate women’s hats. The ear tufts and horned crest are moulted and lost in the autumn.

Breeding The courtship ceremonies are a remarkable sight as the birds shake their heads while the ear tufts are erected. They perform a ‘penguin dance’, in which both birds dive, bring up weed, tread on the water and come breast to breast.

When and where The bulk of the population is located north of a line from Limerick to Dundalk, and the numbers are increasing. Several authorities state that there is an influx of west European great crested grebes during the winter.


FULMARS, PETRELS AND SHEARWATERS
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FULMAR

Fulmarus glacialis

Fulmaire
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Identification Looks superficially like a gull, but has very different flight behaviour. The fulmar’s underparts are white and the upper parts are grey; it lacks the black wing tips of the gull. Its neck is short and stubby. Close up, a nasal tube on top of the bill can be seen.

Habitat Because their legs are set so far back on their body, they are unable to launch themselves into flight from the flat ground and must nest on, or close to, cliff faces.

Breeding Nest on cliffs, headlands and islands. They are long-lived, with a life expectancy of about 35 years, and generally do not breed until they are about eight years old.

When and where Widespread around the coast, with 38,625 breeding pairs – 5,992 of which are in Northern Ireland.
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STORM PETREL

Hydrobates pelagicus

Guairdeall
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Identification The smallest of our seabirds, with a sooty-black plumage and a conspicuous white rump.

Habitat Nearly always seen from a boat out at sea, only coming to shore – from May to October – to breed on remote islands. Like other petrels, storm petrels spend most of their time out at sea, living for months in the open Atlantic, sheltering in the troughs between the waves during storms.

Feeding Small animal remains in the plankton, or offal.

Breeding Often nest in large numbers in loose stones, old stone walls, abandoned stone buildings and sometimes in soil burrows. They come ashore at night.

When and where There are some 99,950 breeding pairs on west-coast islands, including 26,000 pairs on Inishtooskert, Co. Kerry, the largest colony in the world. Most breeding birds leave the coastal waters by the beginning of October and move further out into the Atlantic.
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SOOTY SHEARWATER

Puffinus griseus

Cánóg dhorcha
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Identification Sooty-brown plumage and a pale white stripe along the centre of the underwing. At a distance it looks all black. Heavier than the Manx shearwater, with longer, thinner wings.

Breeding Breeds in the southern hemisphere and migrates in autumn to feed in the northern Atlantic waters.

When and where The best location to see them is off Cape Clear Island, Co. Cork, between late August and early September.
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