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Autumn seawatching in Ireland

Anthony McGeehan

Ireland's geographical position on the eastern
edge of the North Atlantic confers a ringside
seat for seawatching. The topography of the west
coast is a picturesque mix of promontories, bays
and long sandy strands that, in the right configu-
ration, act as a leading line and funnel seabirds
close past headlands. So where are the best spots,
when is the best time to seawatch and what spe-
cies can be seen? Let’s begin with the last point.
Living in Ireland means that | grew up surrounded
by Manx Shearwaters Puffinus puffinus, European
Storm-petrels Hydrobates pelagicus and Black
Guillemots Cepphus grylle. Twenty years ago, the
icing on the cake was provided by watching
across the entrances to sea-loughs for jaegers dur-
ing autumn migration or travelling to Cape Clear
Island at the south-western extremity of the coun-
try and hoping to see rarer seabirds in August, the
chief targets being Sooty Shearwater P griseus,
Balearic Shearwater P mauretanicus, Great Shear-
water P gravis, Cory’s Shearwater Calonectris
borealis and Sabine’s Gull Larus sabini.

Naturally, Cape Clear is still a fantastic place
to observe seabird migration but our understand-
ing of what occurs elsewhere has broadened
enormously in recent years. Indeed, it is becom-
ing increasingly true to say that enigmatic rarities
such as Wilson’s Storm-petrel Oceanites oceani-
cus and Fea’s Petrel Pterodroma feae are equally
possible off other headlands. In other words, you
make your own luck, no matter where you
seawatch. At Cape Clear, seabird passage streams
west into the Atlantic and is concentrated close
inshore by south-westerly winds. This is the
prevailing wind direction throughout Ireland
and, when the wind picks up and is accom-
panied by rain, 1000s of seabirds are deflected
closer to the coast and seem to use it as a land-
mark steering them back into the open ocean.
Put simply, the accepted wisdom is that seabirds
feeding in or migrating through the South-west
Approaches are, as it were, ‘caught on the hop’
by adverse weather conditions offshore and
finish up moving inshore past Cape Clear, bring-
ing a smile to the faces of those lucky birders
who happen to have had the foresight to be in
exactly the right place at the right time.

Over the last 40 years, a long list of rare
seabirds has been recorded from Blannanara-

[Dutch Birding 23: 119-131, 2001]

gaun, the very tip of Cape Clear, including Black-
browed Albatross Diomedea melanophris, Little
Shearwater P assimilis, Bulwer’s Petrel Bulweria
bulwerii, Magnificent Frigatebird Fregata magni-
ficens and about a dozen Fea’s Petrels. Intensive
coverage undoubtedly biases results, as the
stream of birds passing west off Cape Clear
would almost certainly also be visible from other
nearby headlands along the adjacent Cork main-
land — notably at Galley Head to the east and at
Mizen Head immediately to the west. Never-
theless, it is hard to compete with Cape Clear’s
pole position, especially as more pairs of eyes
will be concentrated here than elsewhere. Of
course, if you want to see sights like 5000 Great
Shearwaters passing in a morning then you do
have to be very fortunate and one fundamental
but frustrating rule is that the best seabird move-
ments are always weather dependent; although
at least in Ireland you will not be disappointed if
you are happy to watch Manx Shearwaters, auks,
Northern Fulmars Fulmarus glacialis and North-
ern Gannets Morus bassanus. Incidentally, al-
though common in coastal waters, European
Storm-petrels are not ‘guaranteed’ from land-
based seawatch points and it usually takes some
wind — and especially rain — to bring them within
sight of the coast (see Boat Trips section for infor-
mation on how to see this species).

In the 1960s, Frank King began seawatching at
Brandon Head in Kerry and made some startling
discoveries. He detected seabird passage com-
parable in quality if not quantity to Cape Clear.
However, the best results occurred in north-
westerly winds, normally a ‘dead” wind at Cape
Clear. Bit by bit, knowledge of both optimum
weather conditions and the best locations has
evolved slowly from this time. The combination
of a small birdwatcher corps and a preference to
stick to successful sites with a proven track
record has meant that some of the very best
headlands have only been found recently. As
ever, mistakes have been made along the way
and it is easy, with hindsight, to point out that
offshore islands, such as Tory Island off north-
western Ireland, are poor for seawatching
(because more birds are concentrated along the
coast than scattered across the open sea).

Nowadays, most seawatching is timed to co-
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incide with westerly or north-westerly winds that
follow in the wake of Atlantic depressions. A per-
fect scenario is a deep area of low pressure track-
ing in off the Atlantic during August or Septem-
ber and accompanied by strong south-westerly
winds and rain. At the outset these conditions are
ideal for Cape Clear and neighbouring headlands
in Cork, although such weather can make for
unpleasant watching conditions. As the front
clears eastwards, the emphasis shifts and virtual-
ly all of the Irish west coast is then the best place
to be. Here, there is the considerable added
benefit of drier interludes — even full sun —
between squally, clearing showers with magical
light on the sea. The wind ought to be onshore
and, if blowing from a north-west quadrant, it
will be drawing birds from seas west and north of
Ireland. A wide cocktail of species, displaced in-
shore from the north-eastern Atlantic, can be
viewed at ranges down to a few 100 m. Often
the spectacle is amazing. Sooty Shearwaters out-
number Manx, Leach’s Storm-petrels Oceano-
droma leucorhoa exceed European and all three
jaegers Stercorarius and Great Skuas S skua can
be seen in all age classes! Your chances of a rari-
ty are as good on a west coast headland as they
are at Cape Clear although large passages of
Great and — especially — Cory’s Shearwaters are
pretty much the prerogative of Cape Clear.
Nevertheless, both species can be seen in lesser
numbers on good days at the best west coast
sites (chiefly, Brandon Head, Bridges of Ross,
Kilcummin and Rocky Point).

In summary, south-westerly winds provide
optimum conditions for those headlands to the
east of Mizen Head in Cork. North of Mizen
Head, onshore winds from a westerly or — best of
all — north-westerly direction produce top results.
Wind strength is also important. Less than force 4
is usually insufficient to generate a busy passage;
conversely, a wind strength above force 7 may
be too strong and cause birds (especially the
smaller species) to settle on the sea and wait for
more clement conditions.

Comments on selected species

Fea’s Petrel

All records of ‘soft-plumaged petrel’ P feae/
madeira/mollis are presumed to involve Fea’s
Petrel. Perhaps due to improved seawatching
coverage, this former great rarity has become vir-
tually annual off Ireland in the last decade, al-
though very few are actually seen (maximum five
in a year). One popular theory is that small num-
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bers disperse north from breeding areas on the
Atlantic Islands to feed in the South-west
Approaches, thereby explaining the scatter of
records from not just south-western Ireland but
also south-western England and in the southern
Irish Sea. This may well be true. However, in the
last five years sightings have come from lIrish
west coast headlands in north-westerly winds,
suggesting that vagrants also originate from
further north. Interestingly, in the last four years
two have been seen in late summer off eastern
Canada and one flew purposefully south 59 km
west of Donegal on 18 August 2000 (Dutch Bird-
ing 22: 292-293, 2000). Perhaps those noted off
the Irish west coast have crossed the Atlantic
from west to east? Fea’s Petrels are present in late
spring along the edge of the Gulf Stream off
North Carolina, USA. Although, as ever, small
numbers are involved, there seems to be a pos-
sibility that some individuals may move north
from here in summer and track east to reach lati-
tudes west (or even north-west) of the British
Isles. Off Ireland, almost all records are in
August. Although Fea’s Petrels do not seem to
associate strongly with other seabirds (and are
often alone), it is worth checking through lines of
Manx Shearwaters for one. Fea’s Petrel is about
the size of a Manx Shearwater and several have
been detected among the ‘Manx stream’ that is a
regular feature off many headlands.

Little Shearwater

On lIrish seawatches, real Little Shearwaters are
rarer than Fea’s Petrels; despite this, the species
is claimed much more often than the latter.
Fortunately, | have observed Little Shearwaters
on numerous occasions. Unfortunately, all were
around the Canary Islands: | have never seen an
Irish one. Manx Shearwaters can play all sorts of
tricks from looking small or showing a pale face,
to lone birds ‘messing about’ and adopting a
variety of quirky flight styles while lines of others
glide past normally and suggest that the ‘odd one
out’ cannot possibly be a member of the same
species. A recent review by the Irish Rare Birds
Committee of all Irish records has left only eight
acceptable records remaining out of the previous
total of 42 (Birdwatch, January 2001: 5).

Leach’s Storm-petrel

As recently as 1980, most Irish birders had not
seen this species and yet today it is regarded as a
regular component on September seawatches —
but only on the northern and western coasts
during blustery north-westerly winds. Leach’s
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146 European Storm-petrels / Stormvogeltjes Hydrobates pelagicus, off south-western Ireland, August 1985
(Anthony McGeehan)

147 Leach’s Storm-petrel / Vaal Stormvogeltje Oceanodroma leucorhoa, Newfoundland Grand Banks,
North Atlantic Ocean, September 1997 (Bruce Mactavish)
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Storm-petrels breed uncommonly in western
Ireland. Autumn migrants presumably originate
from much larger colonies further north, and per-
haps from as far away as eastern Canada. On
seawatches, most are seen in the afternoon, even
on days of constant wind. It seems that the birds
are normally well offshore — they feed and migrate
along the ‘shelf break’ at the edge of the conti-
nental shelf — and take several hours to accumu-
late closer to the coast. More are seen after
prolonged high winds and, at headlands flanked
by the ‘trap’ of a large bay, a steady passage may
develop with birds passing westwards all day.
Leach’s Storm-petrels are very unusual before the
end of August. Any ‘Leach’s-type’ (meaning a
storm-petrel showing a pale grey panel on the

upperwing) seen in late July or August should be
looked at very closely. Wilson’s Storm-petrel is
an equally likely possibility at this time.

Wilson’s Storm-petrel

Pelagic trips off all parts of the west coast of
Ireland have, over the last 15 years, produced
erratic sightings of Wilson’s Storm-petrel. Num-
bers are small (maximum nine) and the species
appears to be absent in some years. Land-based
sightings are rare but increasing. Observer
awareness and a growing familiarity with the
species have been the key to finding them.
August is the best time to look and the job of
detecting one is made somewhat easier by the
scarcity of Leach’s Storm-petrels at this time.

148 Wilson’s Storm-petrel / Wilsons Stormvogeltje Oceanites oceanicus, 88 km off south-western Ireland,
17 August 1985 (Dennis Weir) 149 Sooty Shearwater / Grauwe Pijlstormvogel Puffinus griseus, off north-western
Ireland, August 2000 (Anthony McGeehan) 150 Sabine’s Gulls / Vorkstaartmeeuwen Larus sabini, Long-tailed
Jaeger / Kleinste Jager Stercorarius longicaudus and Black-legged Kittiwakes / Drieteenmeeuwen Rissa

tridactyla, Kilcummin Head, Mayo, Ireland, September 1998 (Anthony McGeehan)
. S i
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151 Ideal seawatching weather — squally showers and blustery onshore winds — at Ramore Head, Antrim,
Northern Ireland, September 1992 (Anthony McGeehan)

Once you know the species, it can be surprising-
ly straightforward to identify. Unlike European
Storm-petrel and Leach’s Storm-petrel, Wilson’s
usually fly strongly and glide with a fixed-wing,
level flight-path even in strong winds. When they
pause to foot-patter, they use a remarkably vigor-
ous ‘puppet on a string’ action with long legs
kicking off the sea surface and making the bird
almost bounce.

Sabine’s Gull

In autumn, Sabine’s Gulls migrate south at some
distance well west of Ireland. Fellow travellers in
this offshore corridor seem to be Arctic Terns
Sterna paradisaea and probably Long-tailed
Jaegers S longicaudus. Seawatches that feature
steady passages of Arctic Terns also tend to be
good for Sabine’s Gulls — indeed the two species
may pass together in loose associations. Like
Leach’s Storm-petrels, Sabine’s Gulls frequently
do not appear in the early stages of a seawatch;
presumably because they too take some time to
be displaced from offshore waters. Juvenile
Sabine’s, along with Leach’s Storm-petrels and
juvenile Long-tailed Jaegers, have a flight action
that is somewhat jerky and floppy and not very

efficient in blustery conditions. Consequently,
they may take time to pass. Again mainly in juve-
niles, both Sabine’s Gulls and Long-tailed Jaegers
have a habit of pausing and settling for short
periods on the sea. Depending on light con-
ditions this can make a bird temporarily vanish
against a dark sea background.

Sites and directions

Antrim, Northern Ireland

Ramore Head Portrush is one of Northern
Ireland’s main seaside resorts and is located at
the base of Ramore Head. For Northern Irish
observers this is the best ‘close to home’ site for
specialities such as Sabine’s Gull, Leach’s Storm-
petrel, Red Phalarope Phalaropus fulicaria and
Long-tailed Jaeger, all of which pass erratically in
small numbers. Sooty Shearwaters are more
regular but Great and Cory’s Shearwaters are
rare. A chain of low offshore skerries (islands)
lead Sabine’s Gulls and jaegers close to the tip of
the headland. Leach’s Storm-petrels sometimes
gather in the bay to the east and can be seen
well as they battle west past the seawatch point.
Otherwise Ramore Head does not rank with the
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FIGURE 1 Seawatching sites in Ireland

much superior west coast sites and is only worth
visiting in ‘classic’ north-westerly conditions. The
best seawatch spot is beside a concrete life-belt
stand reached by following the obvious coastal
path around the headland.

Donegal

Malin Head This is the most northerly point of
Ireland. Passage can be excellent — Sooty Shear-
waters can number 100s in September — but the
site has an uninspiring track record for Great and
Cory’s Shearwaters and even Sabine’s Gulls.
There are probably two reasons for this poor per-
formance. First, few seawatchers go to Malin
Head these days. Secondly, the headland is very
exposed and is almost within sight of Scotland.
Strong onshore winds undoubtedly push many
seabirds well to the east of Malin Head and, by
following the line of the Scottish coast, birds are
‘haemorrhaged’ into the gap of the North
Channel and thence south into the Irish Sea.
Movements of, for example, Leach’s Storm-petrel
along the north-western coast of England testify
to this process. The headland is easy to find and
is something of a tourist spot due to its extreme
northerly position (in an Irish context). The road
ends on a hill-top (signposted as ‘Bamba’s
Crown’) and there is a stone-built square-sided
signal tower. Signal towers were constructed at
strategic points all around the Irish coast in
Napoleontic times to serve as early warning sta-
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tions in the event of an invasion fleet being spot-
ted offshore. Park on the highest point and walk
downslope in a northerly direction. After ¢ 100
m, there is quite good shelter on lower ground.
Unfortunately, the very tip of the coast is separat-
ed by a chasm, so birds do not pass directly
beneath the seawatch point. Although pictur-
esque, Malin Head is not as good as west coast
seawatch headlands.

Fanad Head Fairly similar to Malin Head.
Follow a minor road that leads to the lighthouse
but use discretion to park discretely away from it
(the lighthouse is now privately owned). A signal
tower on the low hill to the west provides both
good shelter and optimum views.

Bloody Foreland Although reasonably familiar
with the district, | have not seawatched along
this coast. The terrain is not high and there is no
eyecatching headland. Nevertheless, quality pas-
sage has been noted, although no better than at
Malin or Fanad Heads (best birds being Sabine’s
Gulls, Leach’s Storm-petrels, Long-tailed Jaegers
and small numbers of Great Shearwaters).

Aran Island (also called Aranmore) A ferry trip is
needed to reach this island. The disused light-
house at the island’s north-west tip is undoubt-
edly a superb seawatching spot. No systematic
observations have been carried out, although
over 1000 Great Shearwaters have been seen in
early October. The ferry takes cars and there are
at least two daily sailings from Burtonport. Bed
and breakfast accommodation is available on
Aranmore.

Rocky Point (also called Rossan Point) The best
seawatching spot in Donegal. However, it re-
quires a long walk to get there and shelter is not
good. Large numbers of Great Shearwaters
occasionally occur and Wilson’s Storm-petrels
and a single Fea’s Petrel have been recorded
from pelagic trips in waters immediately offshore.
Drive west from Killybegs to Carrick (avoid
Kilcar). Beyond Carrick, continue west and drive
to Malin More (the single road ultimately leads to
Malin Beg). Ignore signs leading to Glencolm-
cille. Settlement at Malin More consists of a clus-
ter of houses at a cross-roads. Drive straight
across the cross-roads and, in ¢ 1 km, the road
ends at a turning circle. From here open moor-
land and low cliffs stretch west. To find the best
seawatching spot, walk in a northerly direction
around the circumference of the headland for c 2
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152 Black Guillemot / Zwarte Zeekoet Cepphus grylle, Bangor, Down, Northern Ireland, June 1982
(Anthony McGeehan)

153 Balearic Shearwater / Vale Pijlstormvogel Puffinus mauretanicus, Catalunya, Spain, April 1996
(Anthony McGeehan)
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154 Great Shearwater / Grote Pijlstormvogel Puffinus gravis, off south-western Ireland, September 1991
(Anthony McGeehan)

155 Manx Shearwaters / Noordse Pijlstormvogels Puffinus puffinus, Irish Sea, August 1996 (Anthony McGeehan)




Autumn seawatching in Ireland

156 Sabine’s Gull / Vorkstaartmeeuw Larus sabini, juvenile, Cork, Ireland, September 1984 (Anthony McGeehan)

157 Pomarine Jaeger / Middelste Jager Stercorarius pomarinus, adult, off western Ireland, July 1993 (Anthony
McGeehan)
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km until you are forced to step across a small
stream. A boulder-field to the north of the stream
occasionally holds Lapland Longspurs Calcarius
lapponicus and a few shorebirds (White-rumped
Sandpiper Calidris fuscicollis has been seen here
twice). Beyond the boulder-field, walk down a
bare soil bank and choose a sheltered spot to
seawatch.

Mayo

Kilcummin Head This is one of the best head-
lands and has the added luxury of being right
beside a small car-park. A terraced, grassy bank
provides ideal seating and, if bad weather ar-
rives, you can retreat to the shelter of a car — and
even seawatch from inside. Kilcummin overlooks
the mouth of Killala Bay which lies along the
southern shore of Donegal Bay, the largest ‘bay’
along the entire western seaboard of Ireland. In
essence, Donegal Bay acts as a huge trap. When
seabirds emerge from it they are deflected past
Kilcummin. Uniquely for a west coast headland
passage can be quite good in south-westerly
winds. The reason seems to be that Donegal Bay
is so large that continuous seabird ‘traffic’ flows
through it.

From Ballina, drive north to Killala. Take the
R314 west of Killala which soon crosses the
Palmerston River. A local pub called the ‘Kerry-
man’ is well signed once you cross the river.
Follow these signs which take you past the
Kerryman, located close to the small settlement
of Kilcummin (beside a pier). Next the road pas-
ses ‘Bessie’s Bar’ (another pub!) and then a Y-
junction appears. Follow the right-hand fork to a
crossroads. The road is now poor. At the cross-
roads, turn right. The road/track goes over a low
hill and leads down to the car-park at Kilcummin
Head (containing a sign proclaiming ‘French-
man’s Landing’). Step over the car-park wall and
pick a comfortable spot.

Downpatrick Head A scenic, prominent head-
land but probably too high (high headlands tend
to push seabird passage further off the coast).
However, it is undoubtedly in a good location
and by sitting on the grassy slopes on the eastern
flank you will be able to obtain good views al-
though maybe not much shelter. Downpatrick
Head is easy to find and a short walk is neces-
sary to reach it.

Benwee Head Perhaps a prime location but not
one | am familiar with.
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Erris Head Erris Head is high and its absolute tip
is an island, separated from the cliff top by a
chasm. Not recommended.

Annagh Head (on Belmullet Peninsula) Can be
good, but suffers by being in the ‘shadow’ of
Eagle Island to the north, although | have seen
Great Shearwaters and Sabine’s Gulls here.
Annagh Head can also produce good seawatch-
ing in winds that have a south-westerly com-
ponent: unusual for a west coast headland.
Follow one of the minor roads west across the
Mullet Peninsula — making sure not to veer north
to Lake Termoncarragh (but worth checking here
for American shorebirds and waterfowl). The
road coming closest to Annagh Head ends in a
rough track — not safe to drive — and the final
walk is ¢ T km which rises over a low hill and
then descends above a rocky, low cliff affording
good shelter.

Achill Head  Stunning position but massive
height renders it impractical. Not recommended.

Galway

Although there may well be some good
seawatching locations along the mainland coast
of western Galway, none have yet come to light.
Note that an island (Illaunamid) lies off the tip of
Slyne Head. This has the regrettable effect of
directing seabirds away from the actual tip of
Slyne Head that otherwise seems an obvious
choice as a prime seawatching point. In previous
springs, D L Davenport obtained permission to
stay and seawatch from the lighthouse on
Illaunamid and recorded impressive numbers of
Pomarine S pomarinus and Long-tailed Jaegers.

Clare

Bridges of Ross This is one of the best spots.
Intensive efforts have produced many rarities
including several Wilson’s Storm-petrels, Fea’s
Petrels and Little Shearwaters. Drive south from
Kilkee on the R487 (some maps call this road
R497). Do not turn into Carrigaholt but continue
on through Freeard. At Freeard there is a Y-junc-
tion. Take the right fork that, in ¢ 5 km, passes a
car-park signed ‘Bridges of Ross’. Park in the car-
park and walk ¢ 200 m west to overlook the sea.
Seating is quite poor (low soil banks on a slope).
A few miles further lies Loop Head. Despite an
impressive position it is not as good as Bridges of
Ross (but is worth checking in south-westerly
winds).



Kerry

Kerry Head Kerry Head can be very good but is
much less favoured than Bridges of Ross to the
north and Brandon Head to the south-west.
Directions (accurate in 1992, courtesy of Peter
McDermott): drive west from Ballyheigue, ignore
all turn-offs as the road begins to climb. At the
highest point, west of Triskmore Mountain, there
is a fairly new house on the left beside a red
barn. Turn on to the rough road in front of the
house and continue west for ¢ 1 km. Next there
is a sharp left-hand bend; after this, continue 70
m and park. From here, walk towards the sea
across open moorland and look for seating on
the low cliff.

Brandon Head (or Point) Drive west from Tralee
on a fairly tortuous road through Cloghane and
then continue north until the road ends in a
small, fairly high-level car-park. You may, if con-
ditions are classic (ie, strong north-westerly
wind), be able to seawatch from the car-park.
However, | think this location is too high and
favour walking along the rough ground above
the cliff-edge for ¢ 2 km west to find a lower,
more protected vantage point. Be prepared for a
reasonably strenuous walk.

Clogher Head This is in western Kerry, south of
Sybil Head, and is apparently the best headland
in this part of Kerry. | have not been here but it
has lived up to expectations when ‘pioneered’ by
Michael O’Clery. Good numbers of Great and
Cory’s Shearwaters have been seen.

Cork

Dursey Island Dursey is recommended for rare
passerines but not seabirds (although Great and
Cory’s Shearwaters are occasionally seen from
the end of the island). It is served by a cable car
but there is no accommodation (or shop). In
addition, it is a long walk to the western tip.

Mizen Head A spectacular cape but now spoiled
as a ‘tourist attraction” and there is a charge to
simply visit the headland. Fea’s Petrels have been
seen in the recent past by seawatching just east
of the lighthouse. Bear in mind that many
seabirds probably pass Galley Head and Cape
Clear en route to Mizen Head and either of these
localities might prove to be a better choice.

Cape Clear Island The island mail-boat departs
daily from Baltimore. There are up to three sail-
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ings a day between May and the end of August,
only one thereafter. During summer, an additional
daily service operates from Schull — a ferry called
the Karykraft. Varied accommodation is available
on the island (from a camp-site to bed-and-
breakfast) and the Bird Observatory was
refurbished in 2000 and sleeps seven people
(bookings through Birdwatch Ireland, 6 Longford
Place, Monkstown, Dublin, telephone +353-1-
2804322). Alternatively, you can rent a cottage
from Mary O’Driscoll - telephone +353-28-
39153. The Bird Observatory warden (Steve
Wing) can be reached by email (steve.wing
@tinet.ie) and is currently resident in 2001. The
best seawatching spot is the imposing tip of
Blannanaragaun (Blannan for short), the headland
at the southern end of the island. This is ¢ 40 min
walk from North Harbour. Follow signs for the
campsite and continue southwards beyond it
along the only road. The road becomes a track
and finishes between enclosed fields. From here,
walk over the heather and grass hillside on your
left and pick up a narrow cliff path leading out
toward Blannan. In c 0.5 km, the path peters out
over bare rock. At this stage, many people opt to
seawatch beside a large, table-sized flat rock. The
alternative is to continue and pick your way
beneath a large blow hole in the side of the cliffs,
after which you should swing immediately up-
slope and then ‘climb’ south along the ridge of
Blannan itself. In ¢ 100 m, you reach a hollow
rocky terrace that offers limited shelter but not
much comfort — so bring something to sit on.

Galley Head A short distance west of Clonakilty
and well sign-posted. The seawatching spot is in
front of the lighthouse. The lighthouse is now pri-
vately owned so you may have to explain why
you want to be in the area. However, there have
been no access problems to date. Remember
south-westerly winds are best on the Cork coast
which may mean rainy conditions. Several Fea’s
Petrels have been seen from Galley Head.

Old Head of Kinsale There is currently no
access here due to a legal battle with a newly
established golf course.

Boat trips

European Storm-petrels are reliably seen on a
variety of ferry trips. Highly recommended is a
day trip to the Skellig Islands off the Kerry coast.
Weather permitting, daily trips visit two small
offshore islands that are superb for seabirds. Little
Skellig has an enormous gannetry (landing is not

129



Autumn seawatching in Ireland

158 Skellig Islands, Kerry, Ireland. Located 10 km offshore, both islands have impressive concentrations of
seabirds. Boat trips are available to Great Skellig (right) and both Manx Shearwaters Puffinus puffinus and European
Storm-petrels Hydrobates pelagicus are reliably seen during the crossing (Anthony McGeehan)

possible) and the Great Skellig (Skellig Michael)
has splendid monastic ruins and many breeding
Atlantic Puffins Fratercula arctica and other very
approachable seabirds. European Storm-petrels
breed abundantly but only come ashore at night
— after the day trips leave! Numerous boat trips
cross from seaside villages on the Kerry coast
and European Storm-petrels can be seen en route
to the islands between May and late August. It is
possible to book a boat trip on the internet (using
‘skelligs boat trips’ as a word search).

Daily crossings to Cape Clear on either the
island mail-boat or the Karykraft often produce
sightings of European Storm-petrels. Alternative-
ly, both the Karykraft and a new boat owned by
Ciaran O'Driscoll (telephone +353-2839153) run
weekly trips during summer to the Fastnet Rock,
7 km south-west of Cape Clear. European Storm-
petrels should be ‘certain’ on a trip around the
Fastnet Rock. Finally, Ciaran O’Driscoll will also
take birdwatching charter trips to seas just south
of Cape Clear, some of which have produced
Wilson’s Storm-petrels, Great and Cory’s Shear-
waters and Sabine’s Gulls over the last few years.
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Flights to Ireland from Low Countries

For birders from the Low Countries, it is possible
to reach lIreland via inexpensive flights from
Charleroi, Belgium. From there, daily flights to
Shannon or Dublin are carried out by Ryanair
(for more information, see the internet website
www.ryanair.com/flemish/index.html).
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Samenvatting

ZEETREK IN |ERLAND IN DE HERFST In dit artikel wordt een
overzicht gegegven van de beste locaties, beste periode
en beste omstandigheden voor het bekijken van zeetrek
in lerland (inclusief Noord-lerland). De laatste decennia
is veel kennis vergaard over het voorkomen van (zeld-
zame) zeevogels in de herfst. Met name is gebleken dat
naast het bekende voorkomen dicht onder de kust van
zeevogels in Zuidwest-lerland bij zuidwestenwind ook
bij noordwestenwind grote aantallen zeevogels gezien
kunnen worden vanaf een aantal kijkpunten in West-
en Noord-lerland. Naast algemene soorten als Noordse
Pijlstormvogel Puffinus puffinus, Noordse Stormvogel
Fulmarus glacialis, Jan-van-gent Morus bassanus, jagers
Stercorarius en alken Alcidae kunnen onder gunstige



omstandigheden 10-tallen of zelfs 100en Kuhls Pijl-
stormvogels Calonectris borealis, Grote Pijlstormvogels
P gravis, Grauwe Pijlstormvogels P griseus en Vale
Pijlstormvogels P mauretanicus worden waargenomen
en 10-tallen Vale Stormvogeltjes Oceanodrama leuco-
rhoa (eind augustus en september), Vorkstaartmeeuwen
Larus sabini en Kleinste Jagers S longicaudus. Op de
beste plekken en onder optimale omstandigheden wor-
den af en toe zeldzaamheden gezien als Gon-gon
Pterodroma feae (tegenwoordig jaarlijks gemeld met
een maximum van vijf per jaar), Kleine Pijlstormvogel
P assimilis (extreem zeldzaam) en Wilsons Stormvogel-
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tje Oceanites oceanicus (tegenwoordig jaarlijks, vooral
eind juli en augustus). De laatste soort wordt in de
meeste gevallen buitengaats opgemerkt tijdens boot-
tochten. Stormvogeltjes Hydrobates pelagicus zijn alge-
meen maar laten zich vaak beter zien tijdens een boot-
tocht dan vanaf de kust.

Per provincie (‘county’) worden de beste locaties
beschreven met aanwijzigingen hoe ze te bereiken zijn
en waar precies het beste gekeken kan worden. Per
locatie wordt vermeld welke soorten verwacht kunnen
worden en welke zeldzaamheden hier gezien zijn.

Anthony McGeehan, 78 Lyndhurst Avenue, Bangor, Down BT19 1AY, Northern Ireland

A basic understandin

of moult:

what, why, when and how much?

Steve N G Howell

arious papers have been written about

moult. Those that most people remember
compare basic and alternate plumages (the
Humphrey-Parkes system; see references) to win-
ter (or non-breeding) and summer (or breeding)
plumages (the traditional system) and try to help
people make the transition between the two ter-
minologies. These are good articles and have
been very helpful. Nonetheless, | still encounter
a widespread misunderstanding, almost a fear, of
moult among many birders, even experts.
Derived largely from conversations with these
birders, this note is an attempt to explain the
what, why and when of moult, and to provide a
conceptual grounding by showing how moult fits
into a bird’s life cycle. Armed with this under-
standing, looking at moult characteristics can be
useful for field identification at the levels of spe-
cies, population and age/sex (eg, Pyle 1997) and
can make better birders out of all of us.

Ground zero

We must recognize at the start that moult is a
dynamic, evolutionary process, just like specia-
tion. Over the enormity of time, selection has
favoured the moult strategies we see today; we
can only guess at the routes taken and we should

[Dutch Birding 23: 131-135, 2001]

realize that moult strategies evolve in response to
changing environmental parameters.

As is often the case, nature is too complex to
be pigeon-holed and, in the same way that orni-
thologists argue over the merits of different spe-
cies concepts, there are arguments over the
merits of different systems for studying moult.
Many ‘problems’ may be of the kind that lie
between the chair and the keyboard, others may
be genuine exceptions that challenge us to ex-
plain them. Considerable recent progress has
been made in the study of moult following the
far-sighted work of Humphrey & Parkes (1959,
1963) and it is widely accepted that the Hum-
phrey-Parkes system is the most helpful frame-
work for studying moults and plumages. Anyone
with a serious interest in moult should read and
assimilate these seminal papers.

What is moult? And why?

Moult is ‘simply” the replacement of feathers. It is
also one of the most fundamental processes of
any bird'’s life cycle: every bird on Earth needs to
moult, whether adult or immature, breeding or
non-breeding, migratory or resident, penguin or
hummingbird. Feathers are not permanent struc-
tures — they wear out from simple day-to-day
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exposure to a variety of elements (such as sun,
rain and abrasion) and need to be replaced.
Although they grow from follicles in the skin,
much as our hair does, new feathers push out old
feathers and distinct seasonal plumages comprise
distinct coats of feathers. Thus, moult in birds is a
cyclic process rather than a continuous renewal
process like human hair.

When to moult?

This is where things become a little more com-
plicated. To understand the when of moult, it
may be best to step back and imagine an evolu-
tionary scenario. You should also consider that
feather replacement requires energy and, so far,
nobody has documented gratuitous moult: birds
moult for a reason.

Let us say a bird evolves, the ancestral bird in
a primordial and essentially aseasonal environ-
ment. Its plumage protects it from exposure and
death but feathers will wear out and need to be
replaced. In order to grow new feathers, the bird
needs enough food and energy, so feathers get
replaced at times when, and/or in areas where,
food supply is good. If food supply and exposure
to the environment are more or less constant,
moult may be essentially an ongoing process
without strong seasonal peaks, at least within a
species. (In fact, some tropical birds in aseasonal
climates still show year-round patterns of moult-
ing.) In particular, though, the replacement of
larger feathers demands more energy and, over
time, moult cycles may become honed to
regimes of food supply which, in turn, are affect-
ed by variables such as climate. In areas with a
seasonal climate and distinct peaks in food sup-
ply, moult may become concentrated to cor-
respond with these peaks; for example, late-
summer flushes of seeds and insects in the north-
ern temperate regions. Thus, moult cycles mirror
a far larger picture.

Another fundamental, energy-demanding as-
pect of a bird’s life cycle is breeding, so it should
not be surprising that active moult is generally
reduced or arrested altogether during this season.
Then, after energy-demanding phases of breed-
ing have passed (for instance, territory defence or
copulation and egg production and laying),
moult can start again. Although moult and breed-
ing typically do not overlap, this depends on the
species involved and on how one defines ‘breed-
ing’. In general, larger species take longer to
replace their more numerous and larger feathers
than do small species. Therefore, once the last
eggs of a season are laid, larger birds (for exam-
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ple, many seabirds and waterfowl) often start
moulting again. Smaller birds, on the other hand
(for instance, warblers), can wait until their
young have fledged and still have time to replace
all of their feathers before migration or before
winter sets in.

During the breeding season, feathers often
become heavily abraded from entering and leav-
ing nests or from birds singing for long periods
from exposed perches. Moulting in autumn
replaces these worn feathers and provides a coat
of new feathers that can better protect and insu-
late a bird through potentially bad winter weath-
er. Thus, moult occurs at the ‘perfect’ time to
balance these factors.

A second major energy demand that can con-
flict with moult is migration. As with breeding,
birds typically do not moult during the energy-
demanding phases of migration and long-distan-
ce migrants exhibit various strategies to balance
moult and migration. If there is enough food and
time before migration, then adults moult before
heading south, like many passerines, for example
Whinchat Saxicola rubetra or Lesser Whitethroat
Sylvia curruca. If there is not enough time and/or
food before migration or, perhaps, if there is
more food during migration or on the wintering
grounds, then birds migrate and then moult at
migration stop-over sites and/or on the wintering
grounds, like another group of passerines, for
example reed warblers Acrocephalus or Wood
Warbler Phylloscopus sibilatrix. In which hemi-
sphere birds winter may also be important: long
daylight hours in the Southern Hemisphere often
mean more food (and, thus, better conditions for
moulting) than the short days of the Northern
Hemisphere in autumn and winter. In some
cases, birds may suspend moult during migra-
tion, ie, they start to moult before migration, then
stop moulting, migrate and finish moult after
migration (for example, various shorebirds, terns,
European Turtle Dove Streptopelia turtur).
Furthermore, different populations or age-classes
of a species may employ different moulting stra-
tegies. For instance, the nominate subspecies of
Common Whitethroat S communis communis
performs a complete moult before migration,
whereas most birds of the eastern S ¢ icterops
have a complete moult in the wintering grounds
(but note that transitions between these strategies
occur frequently; cf Jenni & Winkler 1994).

Basic and alternate plumages
Using basic and alternate as terms for plumages
is best done if you forget summer and winter or



A basic understanding of moult: what, why, when and how much?

breeding and non-breeding — imagine switching
to driving on the other side of the road but doing
it only on Mondays, Wednesdays and Saturdays!
So, | am not going to provide a ‘conversion table’
here to equate basic plumage with winter plum-
age or any of that. Why? Because the two are
often not in fact synonymous and all that results
is confusion! Instead, | will throw out an evolu-
tionary thesis that may help in understanding
what these plumages are. At the same time,
while understanding the concept of basic and
alternate plumages is critical to studying the evo-
lution of moult and plumage sequences, using
the terms ‘breeding’ and ‘non-breeding’ for many
species’ plumages still may be the most meaning-
ful and useful system for many birders in the
Northern Hemisphere. These two systems are dif-
ferent but one is not necessarily better: which
you use depends on your purpose.

Back to our ancestral bird. Let us say it
replaces all of its feathers once over a cycle of
time that, for the sake of argument, we will call a
year. This plumage it replaces once a year is call-
ed its basic plumage because that is what it is —
basic plumage, regardless of when it is attained.
In this case, the bird simply moults from one
basic plumage to another basic plumage to an-
other, each year. By definition, the basic plumage
is replaced completely, or nearly completely,
once a cycle and the moult by which it is attain-
ed is the prebasic moult. Although most birds in
the world do this, most birders and ornithologists
live in temperate northern climates where such
species are ‘exceptions’. Consequently, we tend
to have a warped view of the bigger picture.
Think about a Northern Fulmar Fulmarus glacia-
lis or a Common Buzzard Buteo buteo — they
have one moult a year, so does a pigeon or a
woodpecker or a Common Starling Sturnus vul-
garis. What could be simpler? We are just stuck
with so many gulls and shorebirds changing their
plumages that the basic facts have become
obscured.

Some birds have feathers that wear out more
quickly than others because, for example, these
birds live in harsher environments or fly long dis-
tances during migration. Thus, certain feathers
may need to be replaced more than once a cycle
— maybe the head-feathers of a bird that lives in
exposed environments or the scapulars and
upperwing-coverts that protect the major wing-
feathers of birds that fly long distances. As with
any moult, these extra moults become honed to
food supply and fit into the bird’s annual energy
cycle but in theory they could occur at any time

of year. However, if hormones associated with
the start of the breeding season affected feather
pigmentation and if these extra moults cor-
responded with the start of the breeding season,
then a different-looking plumage might result.
Perhaps, this could be brighter or ‘fancier’ than
the basic plumage, or perhaps more cryptic and
better suited to camouflage on the breeding
grounds? Over time, forces, such as sexual selec-
tion and predation, may have enhanced and
refined these random variations, these alternate
plumages, and they have become a regular part
of a bird’s annual cycle; and alternate plumage is
attained by a prealternate moult. Although we
tend to associate alternate plumage with breed-
ing plumage, this is not a good idea — the terms
alternate and basic were proposed to free studies
of moult from such preconceptions. Thus, an
alternate plumage is any second plumage distinct
from a basic plumage, regardless of when it is
attained.

Most species with distinct alternate plumages
live in relatively harsh, often aquatic, environ-
ments (for instance, loons Gavia, waterfowl,
shorebirds, gulls and alcids) and/or are long-
distance migrants (for example, Pied Flycatcher
Ficedula hypoleuca or Blue-headed Wagtail
Motacilla flava). In addition, these are all species
that can find the concentrated, rich food resour-
ces required to fuel two moults. Other species of
open environments, including tubenoses and
raptors, have only one moult and plumage per
cycle — but these species tend to be apex preda-
tors: their food is harder to find and perhaps less
predictable. Presumably, they compensate by
investing more energy into producing better-
quality feathers that will last through a moult
cycle. As might be expected, very few resident
tropical birds of aseasonal and relatively protect-
ed forest environments are known to have alter-
nate plumages. The handful of Neotropical birds
that are known to have alternate plumages are
mainly birds of exposed habitats in open country,
for instance, seedeaters. In northern temperate
forests with relatively protected environments,
most of the resident species, for example, wood-
peckers and tits, also follow the basic-basic-basic
pattern.

Prealternate moults can be considered as
comprising two (or three) types. Facultative pre-
alternate moults are those whereby feathers
attained are similar in appearance to those shed
(for instance, Tree Pipit Anthus trivialis or North-
ern Chiffchaff P collybita). These moults tend to
be highly variable in extent, even within a spe-
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cies, and reflect the replacement of feathers that
become heavily worn, such as tertials, central
rectrices and some head-feathers.

Obligate prealternate moults are those where-
by feathers attained are obviously different in
colour and/or pattern from those they replace, for
example, a male Mallard Anas platyrhynchos,
male Bluethroat Luscinia svecica or male Pied
Flycatcher. While the original impetus for such
moults may have been facultative, subsequent
selection (eg, sexual selection) has ‘obliged’
these species to undergo more extensive moults
than they might need simply to replace a few
worn feathers.

Ornamental prealternate moults are those
whereby feathers attained differ in structure, but
not necessarily in colour or pattern, from those
they replace and may be viewed simply as a sub-
set of obligate prealternate moults. In some
cases, ornamental alternate feathers may have no
equivalent in basic plumage, such as the crests of
European Shag Stictocarbo aristotelis, plumes of
breeding herons and the long tail-streamers of
jaegers Stercorarius.

In a few reported cases, some feathers may be
replaced more than twice per cycle but, in
general, the details of such moults are not well
documented and these need not be considered
here. Essentially, any moult strategy we see today
involves some modification upon the basic-
basic-basic pattern. Armed with this overview of
moult, we can look at a couple of representative
examples of two common moult strategies,
Common Buzzard, Eurasian Sparrowhawk Acci-
piter nisus and Pied Flycatcher.

Common Buzzard and Eurasian Sparrowhawk

We have to start somewhere, so let us start with
the egg. The chick hatches and, in the case of a
raptor, undergoes a relatively long nestling
period which culminates, after two downy
stages, in a strong plumage with which the
young buzzard or sparrowhawk fledges (its juve-
nile plumage). This plumage protects the bird
through migration and winter when it learns how
to forage. Having survived the winter and sitting
out its first nesting season, the yearling raptor
takes advantage of the longer days and increased
food in summer when it undergoes a complete
moult into fresh basic plumage. Sometimes,
however, birds may not have time and/or food
enough to complete this moult before migration
or winter, and so, in the case of Common
Buzzards, they can suspend their moult and
leave the outer primaries and some other feathers
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unmoulted until winter or until the next moult
cycle. And so, moult is fitted into the annual
cycle and Common Buzzards and Eurasian
Sparrowhawks moult from one basic plumage to
another.

Pied Flycatcher

Again, let us start with the egg. A Pied Flycatcher
hatches and, after a fairly brief nestling stage
with a single, fluffy feather coat (its juvenile
plumage), it moults into a plumage very similar
in appearance to the adult basic plumage -
brownish and dull, perhaps selected for to help
birds be inconspicuous to predators. This plum-
age carries the young Pied Flycatcher through
migration to western Africa where there is plenty
of food during the boreal winter. There, it under-
goes a moult of its head and body again, plus
some upperwing-coverts and tertials (ie, a pre-
alternate moult), replacing these feathers within
only six months or so of fledging. Surely, those
feathers would last a little longer, so why replace
them again in winter? Thinking ahead, after win-
ter the Pied Flycatcher has to undertake a long
migration followed by breeding, so that the next
time it could ‘find time’ to moult it would be
over a year old. By then, its feathers probably
would have become too worn to function and so
a winter moult balances the equation of moult,
migration and breeding. While the original impe-
tus for a prealternate moult may have been func-
tional rather than ornamental, it is completed just
prior to return to the breeding grounds and the
ensuing competition for territories and mates.
This timing may help explain why evolution has
caused male Pied Flycatchers to upgrade their
unassuming winter appearance along with their
moderately worn feathers. Then, in late summer
after breeding, the Pied Flycatcher takes advan-
tage of plentiful food and undergoes a complete
(prebasic) moult before migrating south, the
males again incognito. Thus, an alternate plum-
age is fitted into the annual cycle.

Summary

While moult may seem an overwhelming and
bewildering subject, such as when viewing a
‘messy-looking” moulting bird in the field, the
underlying principles of moult are fairly simple.
Every bird has to moult, and when and where it
moults are inter-related to, and balanced with all
other aspects of its life history, in particular
breeding and, when relevant, migration. All spe-
cies have a complete (or near-complete) moult
once a year, usually after breeding: the prebasic
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moult producing basic plumage. The prebasic
moult occurs when a bird can find sufficient food
to fuel the moult: on the breeding grounds im-
mediately after breeding; on the wintering
grounds after autumn migration; or, in some
cases, the moult starts on the breeding grounds
and ends on the wintering grounds. A minority of
species (in the global sense) fit a second moult
into their annual cycle: the prealternate moult
producing alternate plumage. Usually, this moult
involves only some head- and body-feathers
because moult is an energy-demanding process
and to replace an entire plumage twice a year
would require a lot of fuel.

In conclusion, any moulting regime is a result
of compromise among the demands of a bird’s
life cycle and the moult strategies we see today
reflect millions of years of evolutionary fine-
tuning.
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Samenvatting

BASISKENNIS VAN RUI: WAT, WAAROM, WANNEER EN HOE
VEEL? Hoewel een ruiende vogel er in het veld soms
‘slordig’ en ‘ingewikkeld” uit kan zien, zijn de basis-

principes die aan rui ten grondslag liggen betrekkelijk
eenvoudig. Omdat veren slijten, moet iedere vogel
ruien. Wanneer, waar en in welke mate dit gebeurt is
afhankelijk van en ingebed in alle andere aspecten van
de jaarcyclus van een vogel, met name broeden en,
indien van toepassing, trek. Alle vogels ondergaan één
keer per jaar een complete (of bijna-complete) rui (rui
naar het ‘rustkleed’” of ‘winterkleed’). Deze rui vindt
plaats wanneer en waar de vogel voldoende voedsel
kan vinden om dit energievragende proces te ‘bekosti-
gen’: in het broedgebied direct na het broeden; na de
najaarstrek in het overwinteringsgebied; of de rui
begint in het broedgebied, wordt onderbroken tijdens
de trek, en voltooid in het overwinteringsgebied. Een
minderheid (op wereldschaal) van de vogelsoorten pas-
sen een tweede rui in in hun jaarcyclus (rui naar het
‘wisselkleed” of ‘zomerkleed’). Deze rui omvat door-
gaans slechts een klein deel van de veren (kop- en
lichaamsveren), waarschijnlijk omdat het wederom
vervangen van het gehele kleed te kostbaar is. Bij som-
mige soorten zijn de tijdens deze tweede rui verkregen
veren anders gekleurd en spelen een visuele rol tijdens
balts en paarvorming.

ledere ruistrategie van de huidige vogels is het resul-
taat van een compromis tussen de verschillende eisen
die gedurende de jaarcyclus aan een vogel worden
gesteld en reflecteert miljoenen jaren van evolutionaire
fijnafstemming.
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Double-crested Cormorant
on Ouessant, France, in October 2000

Alain De Broyer

n Friday 5 October 2000 on Ouessant,

Finistére, France, the weather was calm
with a blue sky, mild temperatures and hardly
any wind, after a strong south-westerly depres-
sion the days before. At the end of the day, while
walking along the lower reservoir, Alain De
Broyer noticed a cormorant coming out of a
small reedbed and disappearing again in the
reeds some seconds later. The overall colour of
the gular throat and the bill was strangely rich
orange-yellow but, as the observation did not last
long and the night was falling, ADB went back to
the Ornithological Centre and did not pay too
much attention to the observation. During the
evening, he consulted the literature about
Double-crested Cormorant Hypoleucos auritus
mainly to check the identification characters, just
in case...

159 Double-crested Cormorant / Geoorde Aalscholver
Hypoleucos auritus, juvenile, Ouessant, Finistére,
France, 6 October 2000 (Alain De Broyer)
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The next morning, ADB and Xavier Vande-
vyvre returned to the reservoirs. As they passed
the dike between the two reservoirs, XV noticed
a sleeping cormorant with its head on its shoul-
der, less than 10 m away. From that distance, the
bird looked quite small, reminiscent of a
European Shag Stictocarbo aristotelis, but not for
long. The cormorant awoke a few minutes later
and, astonishingly, it did not look like a
European Shag but more like a small Great
Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo!

ADB suggested to XV the possibility of a
Double-crested Cormorant as the characters he
had been reading last night fitted the bird
remarkably well, so they began to consult ‘Rare
birds’ (Lewington et al 1991). They checked the
characters one by one, even counting the num-
ber of rectrices. Since all characters fitted, ADB
quickly phoned his friends who were birding on
the other side of the island. They hurried to the
site on their bicycles, arriving 15 min later. By
that time, the bird had gone for a swim in the
reservoir but later it came closer again. After a
while, the cormorant jumped on the dam, just
3 m from the observers.

The Double-crested Cormorant was alone on
the reservoir whereas Great Cormorants are most-
ly seen on the rocky coasts of the island and seem
to avoid the reservoirs. It seemed to be complete-
ly exhausted and had burned all his fat and prob-
ably also his muscles, as its breastbone was clear-
ly visible. It was sleeping most of the time and
was active only when it was fed with fish chops,
although this activity only lasted a few minutes.

The bird had probably already reached a point
of no return at that time, and was found dead on
the morning of 8 October 2000 on the border of
the reservoir. The corpse was collected by a local
ornithologist.

Description

SIZE & STRUCTURE General appearance close to Great
Cormorant but slightly smaller with more slender head
and rounded nape. Neck strong, like Great Cormorant,
but bill thinner and longer; tail appearing quite longer
and narrower. 11 rectrices visible, one clearly lacking
on left side.

[Dutch Birding 23: 136-139, 2001)
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HEAD  Facial skin rich orange-yellow, appearing
somewhat ‘square angled’, running from bill base verti-
cally down to throat. No gular feathering below bill.
Obvious bright-yellow supraloral stripe, ending at
border of eye. Pale cheek patch absent, unlike most
juvenile Great Cormorants; only pale feathers visible
on head being those slightly outlining edge of facial
skin. Facial skin not extending behind eye.

UPPERPARTS & WING  Upperparts and wing mostly
blackish. Most wing-coverts showing brownish tinge
on centre, outlined by black feather edges. Most
coverts showing worn brownish tip.

UNDERPARTS Lower belly black, becoming paler towards
breast. Breast cream-coloured, quickly darkening
towards neck. Most of neck dark brown. Throat dark.
BARE PARTS Eye emerald, deep blue-green. Lower man-
dible completely yellow; upper mandible mainly yel-
low, including culmen, only upper part grey; bill
looking completely yellow from distance.

Identification

Double-crested Cormorant is quite similar to
Great Cormorant and can be difficult to identify
when seen from a distance. However, several
characters are typical and can lead to an unequi-
vocal identification.

Double-crested Cormorant is more slender,
less bulky, and has a much more rounded nape
than Great Cormorant. The head pattern is the
most distinctive of all characters.

The colour of the gular pouch is a rich orange-
yellow, much brighter than Great Cormorant.

The shape of the gular pouch is ‘square
angled’ as it goes vertically from the bill base
down to the throat, a pattern shared with Conti-
nental Great Cormorant P c¢ sinensis, although it
is slightly more acutely angled on that subspe-
cies; Atlantic Great Cormorant P ¢ carbo has an
acutely angled gular pouch going diagonally
from the bill base and, therefore, reducing the
surface of naked skin (cf Lewington et al 1991,
van den Berg et al 2000). Note, however, that the
separation of carbo and sinensis may be clouded
because of extensive intergradation of both taxa
(eg, on inland reservoirs in Britain).

A good character to look for, although some-
times less well visible, is the bare skin under the
bill: all Great Cormorants have an extension of
throat-feathering under the bill, even when the
plumage is very worn; Double-crested Cormorant
never shows this pattern but this can be difficult to
tell on a distant individual (Lewington et al 1991).

The bill is also distinctive; it is proportionally
thinner than that of Great Cormorant, and the
lower mandible is completely bright-yellow, at
least in juveniles and immatures. Most Great
Cormorants usually have an ivory-grey lower

mandible, only exceptionally showing yellowish
tones, and the tip is grey (Lewington et al 1991).

The supraloral stripe is very obvious and bright-
yellow in Double-crested Cormorant, ending at
the border of the eye. Some immature and non-
breeding adult Great Cormorants show some yel-
low on the upper lores but the tone is usually less
bright and the stripe is less extended, and broken
by small dark feathers (cf Beaman & Madge 1998).

Finally, Double-crested Cormorant always
shows 12 tail-feathers, whereas Great Cormorant
has 14 tail-feathers (but beware of moulting
birds) (Lewington et al 1991).

Ageing

Ageing can be quite difficult, especially in imma-
ture plumages. Juveniles have a pale breast, neck
and throat, and their upperparts are chocolate-
brown. The lower belly is usually dark, and the
scapulars and wing-coverts are sharply pointed.
They also have a dark-grey iris. Subsequent
immature plumages begin in the spring of the
second year and the adult plumage is reached in
the third or fourth year. These plumages are tran-
sitional and vary individually but are usually
darker than the juvenile plumage, especially on
throat and upperparts. Adults in winter have a
dark plumage, the only pale area being the
breast, and their wing-coverts and scapulars are
more rounded than in juveniles. Their iris is
emerald (cf Lewington et al 1991, Lethaby &
Moores 1999). The bird of Ouessant showed an
intermediate plumage between adult and juve-
nile and is best aged as an immature, probably a
second-year bird.

Range and population

Double-crested Cormorant is a North American
species. In western North America, it breeds
around the Gulf of Alaska from the Aleutian
Islands to the Alexander Archipelago in southern
Alaska and from Vancouver Island south to the
Gulf of California. In the east, it breeds from
Newfoundland to Cape Cod and well inland to
west of the Great Lakes, and from Carolina south
through Florida to Cuba (cf Snow & Perrins 1998).

The habitat is similar to that of Great Cormo-
rant and it is the only cormorant regularly seen
on freshwater in the USA (apart from Neotropic
Cormorant H brasilianus which breeds in the
extreme south of the USA).

Populations of Double-crested Cormorant
declined dramatically during the 1950s and
1960s from the effects of human persecution, the
pesticide DDT and the overall declining health
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160-161 Double-crested Cormorant / Geoorde Aalscholver Hypoleucos auritus, Ouessant, Finistére, France,

8 October 2000 (Alain De Broyer)

of many ecosystems, especially that of the Great
Lakes. Today, the population is at historic highs,
in large part due to the presence of ample food
in their summer and winter ranges, federal and
state protection, and reduced contaminant levels.
The Interior population of Cormorants, which
includes the Great Lakes region, is the fastest
growing of the six major North American cormo-
rant breeding populations. During 1970-91, in
the Great Lake region of the USA and Canada,
the number of Double-crested Cormorant nests
increased from 89 to 38 000, an average annual
increase of 29%. For the contiguous USA as a
whole, the breeding population increased at an
average rate of 6.1% per year during 1966-94,
and now stands at ¢ 372 000 breeding pairs.
Using estimates of one to four non-breeding
birds per breeding pair yields an estimated total
population of between one and two million birds
(cf Katzenberger & Tollefson 1999).

Movements and vagrancy

Double-crested Cormorant is migratory to sedenta-
ry, depending on breeding grounds; most birds of
the north Pacific population are only slightly
migratory, and the north Atlantic coastal popula-
tion shows the highest degree of migratory activity.
Birds of the northern part, like Newfoundland and
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Nova Scotia, move down in October and Novem-
ber along the coast and major valleys to winter in
the Gulf of Mexico and Florida. These birds are the
most prone to be drifted by Atlantic depressions
during their migration (cf Snow & Perrins 1998).
Observations in the Western Palearctic are still
extremely rare. There are records from only three
other countries, mostly in October-November.

Azores

Lagoa Comprida, Flores, 8 November 1998, juvenile
(Tony Clarke & Tommy Frandsen; cf Clarke 1999).

Madalena Harbour, Pico, 25-26 September 1999, juve-
nile (Michael Fricke & Stefan Pfiitzke; cf Dutch
Birding 21: 288, plate 309, 1999; Birding World 12:
406, 1999, 13: 256, 2000).

Angra do Heroismo, Tergeira, 9 October to at least 9
November 2000, juvenile (Filipe Barata) (Tony
Clarke pers comm).

Santa Cruz, Flores, 13-16 October 2000, juvenile (Tim
& Carol Inskipp).

Vila Franca do Campo, Sdo Miguel, 3-4 November
2000, juvenile (Kris De Rouck, cf Dutch Birding 23:
42-43, plate 53, 2001).

Lagoa das Furnas, Sdao Miguel, 12 November 2000,
juvenile (Staffan Rodebrand, Bo Carlsson & Mats
Nilsson) (Tony Clarke pers comm).

Flores, February 2001, juvenile (Staffan Rodebrand, cf
Birding World 14: 149, 2001).
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So far, none of the records have been accepted
by the Portuguese rarities committee, because
they have not been submitted or have not been
dealt with yet. A bird photographed at Mosteiros,
Sao Miguel, on 24-26 October 1991 (van Duin
1992) was rejected by the Iberian Records
Committee (cf Clarke 1999).

Britain

Charlton’s pond, Cleveland, England, 11 January to 26
April 1989, immature (Blick 1989, Williams 1996,
Rogers et al 1996).

A bird was found alive in the hold of a cargo
ship that arrived at Glasgow, Strathclyde,
Scotland, from Newfoundland on 22 December
1963; its status as ship-assisted vagrant (in con-
finement) prevents any formal acceptance (Evans
1994). The report of an immature at Porthellick
Pool, St Mary’s, Scilly, England, on 1-4 Novem-
ber 1990 was not accepted (Evans 1994).

Ireland
Nimmo’s Pier, Galway, 18 November 1995 to 6
January 1996, first-winter (Rogers et al 1997).

Most observations on the Azores refer to a period
between the end of September and the beginning
of November, when migration is at its height
along the North American east coast. The
observation in Britain refers to a wintering bird,
and the lIrish record is also referring to a bird
staying at least part of the winter on the site. The
fact that wintering birds have not (yet) been
recorded on the Azores is perhaps better explain-
ed by the lack of birders on the islands than the
absence of the birds during that season.

The observation on Ouessant seems to be part
of a small influx of Double-crested Cormorants in
October and November 2000, with four records
on the Azores during that period. Other Nearctic
birds were also recorded on Ouessant at the same
time, most notably Swainson’s Thrush Catharus
ustulatus, Red-eyed Vireo Vireo olivaceus, Scarlet
Tanager Piranga olivacea (also the first for France)
and Blackpoll Warbler Dendroica striata, also
drifted by the westerly depressions that hit
Bretagne during the first half of October.

This observation is the first for France and
mainland Europe but, as the population is still
growing and birders are becoming more aware
of the identification characters, this species will
surely be recorded more regularly in next

autumns, and probably also in next winters.
An article about this bird will be published in
French in Ornithos (De Broyer in press).
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Samenvatting

GEOORDE AALSCHOLVER OP QUESSANT, FRANKRIJK, IN OKTO-
BER 2000 Op 5-6 oktober 2000 bevond zich een
onvolwassen Geoorde Aalscholver Hypoleucos auritus
op Ouessant, Finistere, Frankrijk; op 8 oktober werd de
vogel dood gevonden. Dit betreft het eerste geval voor
Frankrijk. De determinatie wordt besproken en een
overzicht wordt gegeven van andere waarnemingen in
het West-Palearctische gebied.
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Trends in systematics

Tenerife Robin — a species of its own?

Two populations of European Robin Erithacus
rubecula inhabit the Canary Islands. In the west-
ern Canary Islands (El Hierro, Gomera and La
Palma), robins are found which are similar to
continental European birds, both in vocalizations
and plumage. Similar populations are found in
the Azores and on Madeira. These populations,
sometimes regarded as forming a separate sub-
species (‘E r microrhynchus’), are classified as
belonging to the continental European subspe-
cies E r rubecula (Vaurie 1959) (hereafter rubecu-
la). Early ornithologists visiting the central Cana-
ry Islands (Gran Canaria and Tenerife) realized
that the robins breeding in these islands were dif-
ferent, especially their song impressed them
(Bolle 1854). This population is classified as
being a separate subspecies of European Robin,
E r superbus (hereafter superbus). In the eastern

162 Pijaral, Anaga mountains, Tenerife, F