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Introduction

This book has been specially 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 deliberately left out as these are for the more experienced birdwatcher and several other books already cater for these interests. However, a few scarce birds, such as the red-necked phalarope, have been included when they are of particular Irish significance. So, 178 birds have been carefully selected for this guide on the basis that they are the most likely to be encountered by the beginner and the non-specialist birdwatcher.

There are many different ways of presenting a guide to birds. The system adopted here is intended to be helpful and practical to the observer: birds are grouped together according to the major habitat types in which they are most likely to be seen. So, if you are walking in a woodland, strolling along the seashore, or watching birds in your garden, you can check on what you have seen by quickly flicking through the relevant habitat sections. However, most classification systems have their failings and the one offered here is not without defects. Birds are highly mobile and likely to cross habitat boundaries, thus making allocation to a particular section a difficult affair. For instance, one of our commonest birds, the blackbird, is widely scattered throughout farmland habitats and is also a woodland inhabitant. In this guide, however, it is to be found in the ‘Gardens, Parks and Buildings’ section, since most people will encounter blackbirds in their gardens. So, while trying to achieve the impossible, I have had to exercise judgement and make choices.

While giving what I believe are the essential identification characteristics for each of the 178 species (along with notes on their distribution), I have also added extra information on numbers and migrations. In order to present the most up-to-date information, I have relied on several basic texts, which are listed in ‘References’. The maps for each species are intended as a rough guide to their distribution. Yellow indicates that the bird is only a summer visitor, blue indicates that the bird is only a winter visitor, and green indicates that the bird is resident, and therefore can be seen all year round.

Since the last edition of Irish Birds (2004) scientific names of several species have changed. Changes have also been made to the common names of birds. I have followed the scientific and common name nomenclature of the latest IOC World List version 9.2 (2019) which replaces the British Ornithological Union British List (2013). The IOC list is now the accepted standard for all ornithological publications. However, it will take some time before these common bird names work their way into normal usage. So to avoid over burdening the text with the often long new names I have only employed the IOC name at the headings of each species. I have stuck with the more traditional bird names in the body text.

Birds are dynamic, their populations expanding and contracting in response to changing environmental conditions. As we lose some we gain others. Since the last edition of Irish Birds the little egret, great spotted woodpecker, Mediterranean gull and great skua have become established breeders in Ireland without out help. Others are waiting in the wings, experimenting with tentative breeding a prelude to becoming established in Ireland. The white-tailed eagle and red kite have been successfully reintroduced. I have added accounts of these new arrivals and reintroduced birds together with additional species of special interest. Other breeding birds such as the yellow hammer, twite, ring ouzel, curlew, dunlin, redshank and corncrake are struggling against extinction..

I have added more information on numbers and trends of the 178 birds, made possible by an explosion of ornithological research, survey and monitoring investigations over the past of twenty years. Spearheading the upsurge the National Parks and Wildlife Service commissioned or directly funded many projects carried out by their own staff or contracted from researchers, especially from BirdWatch Ireland. Admittedly some of this actively has been driven by requirements emanating from the EU Birds and Habitats Directives. Nevertheless there has been a genuine and intrinsic bourgeoning of interest in the state and fate of Irish birds.

The principal sources of information of this new edition are listed in the References section. Additional information has been extracted from BirdWatch Ireland’s magazine Wings.

I have dropped the section on places to visit as there is now an excellent guide by Eric Dempsey and Michael O’Cleary, Finding Birds in Ireland: The Complete Guide (2nd edn), 2014, published by Gill and Macmillan, Dublin.

The sizes of birds – total length of dead bird on its back from tip of bill to the tip of tail are taken from the The Birds of the Western Palearctic (1977–1994). unless otherwise noted. Irish bird names have been taken from BirdWatch Ireland’s Check List of Birds of Ireland (1999).

Finally, I would like to convey my appreciation to Michael Viney, Brian West and Maurice Cassidy for their help with field work and support over many years.

David Cabot,

Carrigskeewaun, Co. Mayo,

October, 2020.


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. 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 off from will be St. Stephen’s Green, Dublin; The Lough, Cork; Dublin Zoo, Phoenix Park; The North Slob Wildfowl Reserve, Co. Wexford; Castle Espie Wildfowl Collection; Comber, Co. Down; and Fota Wildlife Park, Co. Cork. If possible, try and visit a bird observatory, such as on Cape Clear Island, Co. Cork, or the Copeland Islands, Co. Down. 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, not only by plumage but also by the songs and the way birds move or fly, a greater number of birds. The only piece of equipment needed is a pair of reasonably priced binoculars (magnification of 8x30 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, or 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?


RELATIVE SIZES OF SOME COMMON BIRDS
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BLUE TIT
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HOUSE SPARROW
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BLACKBIRD
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WOOD PIGEON
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MALLARD
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MUTE SWAN
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MALE PHEASANT
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Even within a particular group of birds bill shapes may vary:

Finches – the harder the food, the heavier and stronger the bill

Ducks – bills are adapted to cope with the main food taken (see here)
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Gardens at Muckross House, Killarney National Park, Co. Kerry. The diverse tree and shrub layers provide a wide range of breeding habitats for most garden birds. (David Cabot)

Gardens, Parks and Buildings

Most people first come in close contact with birds in their gardens or in parks. Garden habitats usually have good nesting sites in hedges, bushes and trees, as well as a good supply of foods, owing mostly to the gardening activities. If extra food is offered on a bird table, the population of visiting birds increases dramatically.

A garden ideal for birds will have uncultivated parts that will appeal to seed-eating finches; it will have a small pond or area of water where the birds can bathe, preen and drink; there will be attractive berried shrubs like cotoneaster for the thrushes, plenty of 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 (remember that white bread is not nutritious enough).

[image: image]
Manicured parkland, Phoenix Park, Dublin. Despite its tidy appearance the park is a favourite location for blackbirds, thrushes, robins, tits, chaffinches, magpies, sparrowhawks and many other species. (Redmond Cabot)



Bird tables allow close-up views of a wide variety of birds. In a recent survey (winter 2016/17) –- organised by BirdWatch Ireland – covering 667 suburban and urban garden bird tables, the top ten birds recorded were: robin, blackbird, blue tit, chaffinch, great tit, magpie, coal tit, house sparrow, wren and dunnock. Following behind were goldfinch, starling, wood pigeon and jackdaw. Less frequent visitors would be the fieldfare and the redwing in hard weather along with the collared dove, white wagtail and blackcap. Also to be found in gardens and parks are bullfinches, long-tailed tits and goldcrests, all looking for food during the winter. Similarly, sparrowhawks find it profitable to swoop through gardens and parks to catch and kill unsuspecting birds.

As for buildings and man-made structures, they play an essential role in offering nesting sites to the swift, house martin and, to a lesser extent, to starlings, house sparrows and jackdaws, all of which are features of the urban environment and provide you with daily opportunities – on the street, on a train, or on a bus – to sharpen up your observation skills.


Western Jackdaw

Coloeus monedula

Cág		

COMMON RESIDENT

33–34 CM

The jackdaw, the smallest and most compact of the black crows, has a silvery, ash-grey nape and sides to the head which contrast with the black crown, back and wings, while the underparts are a darker grey. The eye is noticeably pale grey in adults. The shorter bill, the jerky, rapid flight, as well as the characteristic “tchak” call distinguish it from the rook and other crows. It is very aerobatic, turning, twisting and swerving, especially in flocks. On the ground it has a perky gait, moving rapidly while feeding mainly on insects and seeds. Jackdaws are very gregarious, forming large flocks – often with rooks – in the winter and autumn, when they roost in trees, woods, or on buildings. While common in the urban environment, where unused chimney pots are favoured nesting sites, they are also found throughout the countryside. They nest in holes in trees, sometimes in rabbit burrows, recesses in ruined buildings and in cliffs. They are found on many of the islands. Numbers in Ireland have increased greatly since the 1950s; the jackdaw is commoner here than in equivalent habitats in Britain. There were about 210,000 occupied territories in 1988–91 in Ireland, found in almost all areas. Numbers increased between 1998 and 2013 by an annual rate of about 2%. Some British jackdaws, as well as some from Scandinavia and northeastern Europe, migrate to Ireland during winter.
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Eurasian Magpie

Pica pica

Snag breac

Common widespread resident

44–46 CM

The magpie is unmistakable with its contrasting black-and-white plumage and a long, wedge-shaped tail. Its behaviour is extrovert, involving a great deal of noise and activity. Irish magpies are reputedly descended from one flock, which arrived in Wexford in 1676. Now widespread throughout the country and even on the islands and exposed cliffs, their population has increased dramatically since 1960. There were about 320,000 occupied territories in 1988–91. Since then, there have been widespread increases throughout the country. In 2013 there was an estimated 601,110 individuals in the Republic of Ireland. During the period 1998 to 2013, numbers increased annually at a slow rate. First recorded in Dublin in 1852, their numbers there have almost reached pest proportions, with some of the highest urban densities (16 pairs/ km2) recorded in Ireland and Britain. There are noisy nuptial gatherings in spring and, once paired, they tend to be monogamous. Despite their long chattering “cack-cack-cack” call, they can sometimes be heard singing a subtle song consisting of babbling notes interspersed with whistling and piping sounds. They are well known for their impish tormenting of cats and dogs, as well as for their predilection for the eggs of young songbirds. They are non-migratory, remaining generally within 1 km of their natal area. Communal roosts attract up to 100 birds in the autumn.
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Eurasian Collared Dove

Streptopelia decaocto

Fearán baicdhubh

Recent colonist, widespread resident

31–33 CM

This tame dove takes its name from the narrow, black half collar at the back of its head. It looks like a small grey pigeon, with white tips to the outer tail feathers. Its persistent calls resonate as “ku-kroo-ku”. Its flight is fast and it frequently perches on telephone wires, TV aerials and rooftops. It is our only small resident dove. Like the magpie, it is an invader, but with a more recent and dramatic entry. Formerly restricted to Turkey and the Balkans, a population explosion took the bird on a northwestwardly errand across Europe to England (1955), Scotland (1957) and Ireland (1959). Since then it has spread throughout the country, and is commonest in urban areas, though also found frequenting the open countryside around farms, where this cereal eater finds appropriate food. There were about 30,000 occupied territories in 1988–91. Since then, there has been a 52% increase in their breeding range. In 2013 there was an estimated 199,900 individuals in the Republic of Ireland. Numbers increased between 1998 and 2013 at the annual rate of a significant 3.97%. Its colonisation is attributed to exploitation of an empty ecological niche bereft of any competition, and also to prolific breeding activities. Four to six broods are raised each year over a protracted breeding season, with the female often attending to the fledged young while “off duty” from incubating the next clutch. Large flocks have been recorded, particularly in eastern Ireland, but numbers appear to have decreased in recent years.
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Common Starling

Sturnus vulgaris

Druid

COMMON WIDESPREAD RESIDENT

37–42 CM

Starlings are quarrelsome, thrustful and noisy birds, frequently calling their harsh “tcheer”. Plump in form, with a short tail, pointed wings and a long, sharp bill, the adults have an iridescent purple-green-blue-black plumage, which has a spangled appearance in winter. The juveniles are mouse-brown, with a whitish brown throat. Starlings are opportunists, equally at home in urban and rural environments. They nest in roofs, walls and tree holes, and are catholic feeders at bird tables, refuse dumps and on open pasture, where they often follow cattle or sheep in the hope of catching insects being disturbed. On the ground they are a bustle of activity with their quick, jerky movements, darting their bills into the soil to grab insect larvae. Although now ubiquitous throughout Ireland – with about 360,000 occupied territories in 1988–91. Since then the distribution of starlings has remained unchanged. Between 1998 and 2013 there was an annual decline at the significant rate of 1.2%. They became nearly extinct due to climatic amelioration in the early 19th century. The coordinated movements of large wheeling flocks prior to roosting in the autumn make for one of the most spectacular sights of bird life. They will go out and feed 20–30 km from their established roosts. During autumn there is a large influx of birds from Scandinavia, Holland, Poland, north Britain and north Germany.
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Common Blackbird

Turdus merula

Lon dubh

COMMON WIDESPREAD RESIDENT

24–25 CM

The blackbird is one of our most familiar garden birds and the principal songster of the dawn chorus. The male is jet black, with a yellow bill and eye rim. The female and juveniles are brown. The blackbird is the only species of our three commonly breeding thrushes in which the plumage of the male is different. Their scolding and warning “pink-pink” call announces a cat or another predator in the garden. Pied or partial albino blackbirds are not uncommon. Their song is a loud, melodious warbling, distinguished from that of the song thrush by its lack of repetitive phrases. The present century has seen the number of blackbirds increasing considerably, with birds moving west and out of the lusher environments. With about 1.8 million occupied territories in 1988–91, it is one of our most common birds. However, there was an annual decline in numbers at the significant annual rate of 0.7% between 1998 and 2013. They are found in many barren habitats and on several western islands. Although Irish blackbirds are mainly resident, there is a large influx of birds from Scotland, northern England and Scandinavia during October and November. These autumn/winter immigrants often occur in small flocks or mixed with other thrushes.

See ‘Thrushes’
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Song Thrush

Turdus philomelos

Smólach ceoil

Common widespread resident

23 CM

The song thrush is brown-backed with a spotted chest, and is distinguished from its cousins, the fieldfare and redwing, by its smaller size and uniform upper parts as well as the warmer buff of its breast, marked with a few spots. The song thrush is as widely distributed throughout Ireland as the blackbird, but it is less numerous with only about 390,000 occupied territories in 1988–91. Between 1998 and 2013 there was a decline in numbers at the significant rate of 1.2% annually. It is also less conspicuous, and a more skulking feeder. When on the ground, it runs short distances, stops and cocks its head looking for food on the surface. Earthworms and slugs are snapped up, while snails are taken to a rock anvil for smashing them apart. The song is a remarkable feature – loud, clear and vigorous, consisting of a succession of simple phrases, many repeated two or three times. Under ordinary conditions the song will carry for 400m. While sensitive to severe weather conditions – with high mortality rates, there have been no long-term changes in the numbers of song thrushes in Ireland. Many Scottish- and northern English-bred birds migrate to Ireland in October/November. As far as is known, the Irish song thrush is non-migratory, although there are conflicting statements about this in the literature.

See ‘Thrushes’
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SPARROWS & BUNTINGS

House sparrow and tree sparrow, yellowhammer and reed bunting, snow bunting and Lapland bunting

• roughly house sparrow-sized, with a similar stocky shape

• short, almost conical, seed-eating bills

• longish, squared tails

• sexes differ in all species included here, except the tree sparrow

• few, apart from the snow bunting, have wing bars or patches

FINCHES

Chaffinch, greenfinch, bullfinch, goldfinch, siskin, redpoll, crossbill, linnet and twite

• vary in size from being slightly smaller than a sparrow, to slightly larger

• strong bills adapted for dealing with seeds of varying size, hardness and accessibility

• shallowly forked tails

• sexes differ in some species, are alike in others

• the position and colour of wing and tail markings, best seen in flight, help in identification:

• white wing bar or patch – chaffinch and snow bunting

• white rump – bullfinch and goldfinch

• white sides to tail – chaffinch and linnet

• yellow wing bar or patch – greenfinch, goldfinch and siskin

• yellow sides to tail – greenfinch and siskin

• young birds of the following species are streaky, greenish, or brownish, and can be difficult to identify: greenfinch, goldfinch, siskin, linnet and redpoll. (See also juvenile yellowhammer and reed bunting). Habitat is often a useful clue to the likely species


House Sparrow

Passer domesticus

Gealbhan binne

COMMON WIDESPREAD RESIDENT

14–15 CM

The house sparrow is one of our most familiar birds, closely associated with man, and confined to cultivated land and to the vicinity of human habitation. Males have a dark-grey crown, chestnut nape, black throat and whitish cheeks. The hen is brown, with a streaked back. Found widespread across the country, with about one million pairs, it is now declining. They probably arrived in Ireland with the first Neolithic farmers, about 6,000 years ago. Sparrows are busy, bustling and rather aggressive social birds, nesting colonially and feeding, bathing and loafing together. They will displace swallows and house martins to take over their nests, and will colonise nest boxes unless the entrance diameter is less than 2.8 cm. They are basically seed eaters, thus turning into agricultural pests in some areas. There are curious “sparrow party” courtships in spring when several males hop around a hen with loud chirpings, drooped wings and elated tails and heads. There is also “rough and tumble” behaviour amongst males, with the hen often joining in. Essentially sedentary, some movement of birds occurs in spring and autumn. There were an estimated 800,000–1,400,000 occupied territories in 1988–91. During the period 1998 to 2013 there was an annual increase of a significant 3.3%.

See ‘Sparrows & Buntings’
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Common Chaffinch

Fringilla coelebs

Rí Rua

COMMON WIDESPREAD RESIDENT

PASSAGE MIGRANT AND WINTER VISITOR (SEPTEMBER–APRIL)

14.5 CM

One of our commonest birds with just over two million occupied territories in 1988–91, it occurs wherever trees and bushes are present. A population increase, notably in western Ireland, occurred between 1998 and 2013 when numbers increased at the annual rate of a significant 1.61%. The highest densities are found in broad-leaved woodlands. In Kerry oakwoods it was found to be the most abundant species. It can be identified in flight by a broad, white shoulder patch, a less conspicuous white wing bar and white outer tail feathers. The male has a pinkish-brown breast and a blue-grey head, while the female is pale olive-green above and lighter below. The chaffinch is distinguished from a similar, but scarce, winter visitor – the brambling – by a greenish and non-white rump. The chaffinch calls a loud metallic “chwink-chwink”. The song is a vigorous cascade of about a dozen notes ending with “cheerwit-teeoo”, though there are distinctive regional song dialects. Chaffinches are gregarious outside the breeding season, joining mixed flocks with bramblings, greenfinches, house sparrows and yellowhammers. Irish chaffinches are normally very sedentary, but there is a large immigration of birds from Fennoscandia in October/November. Continental birds are larger and paler, and tend to form large flocks feeding in open fields, while Irish birds keep near hedgerows and woodlands.

See ‘Finches’
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European Greenfinch

Chloris chloris

Glasán darach

COMMON WIDESPREAD RESIDENT

PASSAGE MIGRANT AND WINTER VISITOR (SEPTEMBER–MAY)

15 CM

The greenfinch has a bulky body and a stout bill. Males are olive-green, with a brighter yellow-green rump and bright yellow patches on the primary wing feathers and sides to the tail. Females are duller and greyer, and less yellow, whereas young birds are brown and heavily streaked. Once relatively more common in the countryside, the greenfinch has now become very much a suburban bird and is quite common in gardens and parks, especially in the east or southeast. A characteristic, long-drawn-out and reiterated “dzee” is sung from tall trees, while its true song consists of a varied vocabulary, with notes strung together in a series of repetitive twittering phrases. It is one of the top six most frequent bird table attenders, with as many as 100 individuals visiting a single table in good suburban habitat. Most Irish birds are sedentary, with some tendency for southward movement in winter. There is an autumn migration into Ireland from Britain; larger numbers are noted at coastal sites in September and October. A return passage occurs in April and May. During the winter, greenfinches may form mixed flocks with other finches. Recently established forestry plantations in western areas have provided new habitat where the species was once absent. There were about 160,000 occupied territories in 1988–91, but the population declined by 38% during the last 25 years.

See ‘Finches’

[image: image]

Map key

[image: image]
ADULT FEMALE



[image: image]
ADULT MALE




Common Bullfinch

Pyrrhula pyrrhula

Corcrán coille

WIDESPREAD BUT SPARSLY DISTRIBUTED RESIDENT

WINTER VISITOR FROM SCANDINAVIA AND EUROPEAN RUSSIA

14.5 CM–16.5 CM

The bullfinch is never easy to see because of its secretive habits, preferring to stay in thickets or dense vegetation, and rarely landing on the ground. They are usually glimpsed flitting along hedgerows – singly, in pairs, or in a family party. Chunky in flight, their pure white rumps catch the eye. The male is handsome, with striking, bright rose-red underparts
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