

[image: image]




[image: images]


[image: images] [image: images] [image: images]




[image: images]


in association with BirdWatch Ireland


[image: images]


Jim Wilson, wildlife writer, broadcaster, tour guide, and former chairman of BirdWatch Ireland, co-wrote Ireland’s Garden Birds (2008), Shorebirds of Ireland (2009), and Freshwater Birds of Ireland (2011). He has been involved in the study and conservation of birds in Ireland for over 35 years, contributing to major surveys and international projects.


www.irishwildlife.net


Mark Carmody previously worked as a postdoctoral researcher in genetics following his PhD. He now works as a qualified Patent Attorney. Co-author of Shorebirds of Ireland and Freshwater Birds of Ireland, and a regular contributor to Wings, he has had photographs published in the renowned Birding World, and is an editor of the Cork Bird Report. A member of BirdWatch Ireland, Mark has also contributed to surveys and international projects concerning wildlife and the environment.


www.markcarmodyphotography.com


www.flickr.com/photos/drcarmo


Follow Mark on Twitter at @MarkCPhotografy




This book is dedicated to three people whose lives and inspiration made this guide a reality. To our mother and grandmother Nodlaig Wilson (1922–2012). To Éamon de Buitléar (1930–2013) and Oscar Merne (1943–2013).





Contents


Acknowledgements


Introduction


Identifying Ireland’s Birds


Getting Started


The Notebook


Plumage and ‘Bare Parts’ Terminology


Moult in Birds


What to Look for When Identifying a Bird


Binoculars and Telescopes


Bird Photography


Birds and Conservation


How to Use This Guide


Swans, Geese and Ducks


Mute Swan


Whooper Swan


Greenland White-fronted Goose (Greater White-fronted Goose)


Greylag Goose


Barnacle Goose


Brent Goose (Brant Goose)


Shelduck (Common Shelduck)


Wigeon (Eurasian Wigeon)


Mallard


Gadwall


Teal (Eurasian Teal)


Pintail (Northern Pintail)


Shoveler (Northern Shoveler)


Pochard (Common Pochard)


Tufted Duck


Eider (Common Eider)


Common Scoter


Goldeneye (Common Goldeneye)


Red-breasted Merganser


Similar Female Ducks


Scarce & Rare


Bean Goose


Pink-footed Goose


Bewick’s Swan (Tundra Swan)


American Wigeon


Garganey


Green-winged Teal


Velvet Scoter


Smew


Goosander (Common Merganser)


Ring-necked Duck


Scaup (Greater Scaup)


Long-tailed Duck


Escape/Feral Ducks and Geese


Cormorant, Shag, Divers and Grebes


Cormorant (Great Cormorant)


Shag (European Shag)


Great Northern Diver (Great Northern Loon)


Red-throated Diver (Red-throated Loon)


Great Crested Grebe


Little Grebe


Scarce & Rare


Black-throated Diver


Slavonian Grebe (Horned Grebe)


Black-necked Grebe


Red-necked Grebe


Auks


Guillemot (Common Murre)


Razorbill


Puffin (Atlantic Puffin)


Black Guillemot


Scarce & Rare


Little Auk


Seabirds


Manx Shearwater


Storm Petrel (European Storm Petrel)


Gannet (Northern Gannet)


Fulmar (Northern Fulmar)


Scarce & Rare


Cory’s Shearwater


Great Shearwater


Sooty Shearwater


Leach’s Storm Petrel


Balearic Shearwater


Gulls, Terns and Skuas


Great Black-backed Gull


Lesser Black-backed Gull


Herring Gull (European Herring Gull)


Common Gull (Mew Gull)


Black-headed Gull


Mediterranean Gull


Glaucous Gull


Iceland Gull


Kittiwake (Black-legged Kittiwake)


Sandwich Tern


Common Tern


Arctic Tern


Arctic Skua (Parasitic Jaeger)


Great Skua


Scarce & Rare


Ring-billed Gull


Sabine’s Gull


Little Gull


Yellow-legged Gull


Little Tern


Black Tern


Roseate Tern


Pomarine Skua


Long-tailed Skua (Long-tailed Jaeger)


Young Gulls


Herons, Egrets and Crane


Grey Heron


Little Egret


Scarce & Rare


Spoonbill (Eurasian Spoonbill)


Bittern (Eurasian Bittern)


Crane (Common Crane)


Great White Egret


Cattle Egret


Rails and Crakes


Coot (Eurasian Coot)


Moorhen


Water Rail


Scarce & Rare


Corncrake (Corn Crake)


Waders


Oystercatcher (Eurasian Oystercatcher)


Lapwing (Northern Lapwing)


Ringed Plover (Greater Ringed Plover)


Golden Plover (European Golden Plover)


Grey Plover


Knot (Red Knot)


Dunlin


Sanderling


Common Sandpiper


Snipe


Woodcock (Eurasian Woodcock)


Black-tailed Godwit


Bar-tailed Godwit


Curlew (Eurasian Curlew)


Whimbrel (Eurasian Whimbrel)


Greenshank (Common Greenshank)


Redshank (Common Redshank)


Turnstone (Ruddy Turnstone)


Purple Sandpiper


Ruff


Scarce & Rare


Avocet


Glossy Ibis


Grey Phalarope (Red Phalarope)


Red-necked Phalarope


Jack Snipe


Little Stint


Curlew Sandpiper


Pectoral Sandpiper


Long-billed Dowitcher


Wood Sandpiper


Green Sandpiper


Buff-breasted Sandpiper


Spotted Redshank


Birds of Prey (Hawks, Falcons, Harriers, Eagles, Buzzard, Owls)


Kestrel (Common Kestrel)


Sparrowhawk (Eurasian Sparrowhawk)


Peregrine


Merlin


Buzzard (Common Buzzard)


Red Kite


Hen Harrier


Barn Owl (Western Barn Owl)


Long-eared Owl


Short-eared Owl


Scarce & Rare


Snowy Owl


Marsh Harrier (Western Marsh Harrier)


Goshawk


Osprey


White-tailed Eagle


Golden Eagle


Pheasant, Red Grouse, Grey Partridge, Quail


Pheasant (Common Pheasant)


Red Grouse (Willow Ptarmigan)


Scarce & Rare


Grey Partridge


Quail (Common Quail)


Doves, Pigeons, Cuckoo and Nightjar


Woodpigeon (Common Woodpigeon)


Stock Dove


Rock Dove/Feral Pigeon


Collared Dove (Eurasian Collared Dove)


Cuckoo (Common Cuckoo)


Scarce & Rare


Turtle Dove (European Turtle Dove)


Nightjar (European Nightjar)


Kingfisher, Woodpecker, Hoopoe and Bee-eater


Kingfisher (Common Kingfisher)


Great Spotted Woodpecker


Scarce & Rare


Hoopoe (Eurasian Hoopoe)


Bee-eater (European Bee-eater)


Swallows, Martins and Swift


Sand Martin


House Martin (Common House Martin)


Swallow (Barn Swallow)


Swift (Common Swift)


Wagtails, Pipits, Larks and Dipper


Pied Wagtail


Grey Wagtail


Meadow Pipit


Rock Pipit (Eurasian Rock Pipit)


Skylark (Eurasian Skylark)


Dipper (White-throated Dipper)


Scarce & Rare


Yellow Wagtail


Tree Pipit


Thrushes


Robin (European Robin)


Blackbird (Common Blackbird)


Song Thrush


Mistle Thrush


Redwing


Fieldfare


Stonechat (European Stonechat)


Wheatear (Northern Wheatear)


Black Redstart


Scarce & Rare


Whinchat


Ring Ouzel


Redstart (Common Redstart)


Warblers, Crests, Flycatchers and Wrens


Chiffchaff (Common Chiffchaff)


Willow Warbler


Blackcap (Eurasian Blackcap)


Goldcrest


Whitethroat (Common Whitethroat)


Sedge Warbler


Grasshopper Warbler (Common Grasshopper Warbler)


Spotted Flycatcher


Wren


Scarce & Rare


Wood Warbler


Garden Warbler


Lesser Whitethroat


Pied Flycatcher (European Pied Flycatcher)


Firecrest (Common Firecrest)


Yellow-browed Warbler


Reed Warbler (Eurasian Reed Warbler)


Tits and Treecreepers


Blue Tit (Eurasian Blue Tit)


Great Tit


Coal Tit


Long-tailed Tit


Treecreeper (Eurasian Treecreeper)


Scarce & Rare


Bearded Tit (Beard Reedling)


Crows, Starlings and Waxwing


Jackdaw (Western Jackdaw)


Rook


Raven (Northern Raven)


Hooded Crow


Chough (Red-billed Chough)


Magpie (Eurasian Magpie)


Jay (Eurasian Jay)


Starling (Common Starling)


Scarce & Rare


Carrion Crow


Rose-coloured Starling (Rosy Starling)


Waxwing (Bohemian Waxwing)


Sparrows, Dunnock, Finches and Buntings


House Sparrow


Tree Sparrow (Eurasian Tree Sparrow)


Dunnock


Goldfinch (European Goldfinch)


Chaffinch (Common Chaffinch)


Brambling


Bullfinch (Eurasian Bullfinch)


Crossbill (Red Crossbill)


Greenfinch (European Greenfinch)


Siskin (Eurasian Siskin)


Redpoll (Common Redpoll)


Linnet (Common Linnet)


Yellowhammer


Reed Bunting (Common Reed Bunting)


Scarce & Rare


Twite


Corn Bunting


Snow Bunting


Lapland Bunting (Lapland Longspur)


Hawfinch


Serin (European Serin)


BirdWatch Ireland


Useful Websites


Bibliography


English and General Index


Irish Index


Latin Index





Acknowledgements


As always, I would like to thank Ann, Barry and Peter for putting up with me and being a great help and support and giving me the space and time to write this guide. A very special thanks to Margaret, Carmel, John and Mary for their support in so many ways, especially over the last twelve months.


Jim Wilson


I would like to thank Mary, John, Gillian, Paul, Sandro, Elia and Jasper for having the patience and understanding as I travelled across Ireland taking photographs at weekends instead of visiting them all in Cobh. I hope the book finds good use in your respective homes and beyond!


Mark Carmody


Jim and Mark would like to thank everyone who helped us along the way and the following people for their invaluable support, help and advice in the writing of this book: Alan Lauder, Niall Hatch and all at BirdWatch Ireland, Joey Campbell, Shay Connolly, Aoife Dorney, Des Fay, Joe Hobbs, Niall T. Keogh, Paul Moore, Killian Mullarney, Barry O’Donoghue, Michael John O’Mahony, Glen McArdle, Rónán McLaughlin, Pete Potts and Pat Smiddy.


We would both like to especially thank all at The Collins Press without whom this book would not be possible.


Photo Credits


Mark Carmody took almost all the photos in this guide. We would like to thank the following photographers who helped us to fill the gaps and who generously contributed the following images. These photographers have gone to great lengths to take these photographs and they retain full copyright to those here in this guide and cannot be used elsewhere without prior permission from the photographer: Numbers in brackets after the species name below indicate the image in question, located by counting the images on the plate from left to right and top to bottom. Flock shots are counted as one image. The age/sex of the bird will be included here for clarity if needed.’


Dave Appleton (www.gobirding.eu): Curlew (9 Juv.) p. 134; Robert Bannister (www.flickr.com/people/75555708@N03/): Hawfinch, p. 253; Chris Barlow (www.flickr.com/photos/chrisbarlow75/): Cuckoo (8 Juv.) p. 173; Tore Berg (www.flickr.com/photos/28092414@N03/): Velvet Scoter, p. 59, Grey Plover (Juv.) p. 125; Colum Clarke (www.southdublinbirds.com): Corncrake (2), p. 119; Shay Connolly (www.flickr.com/photos/shayc/): Starling (middle) p. 5, Blackbird (Leucistic) p. 12, p. 195, Cormorant (7 Ad. Br.) p. 68, Great Northern Diver (2) p. 70, Red-throated Diver (5) p. 71, Red-necked Grebe, p. 74, Gannet (13 diving) p. 84, Water Rail (4) p. 118, Common Sandpiper (6 Juv.) p. 129, Sparrowhawk (12 Juv.), p. 151, Buzzard (7 Juv.) p. 154, Long-eared Owl (2, 3) p. 158, Short-eared Owl (6 on post) p. 159, Skylark (3, 4) p. 190, Black Redstart (2) p. 202,Whitethroat (4, 5) p. 210, Goldfinch (1) p. 241; Dick Coombes: Great-spotted Woodpecker (1) p. 177, Lesser Whitethroat p. 215, Bearded Tit (1-4) p. 225; Dave Curtis (www.flickr.com/photos/davethebird/): Slavonian Grebe, p. 74, Cattle Egret (NBr.), p. 114, Grey Phalarope (2) p. 143, Sparrowhawk (5 Im.) p. 151, Marsh Harrier (Ad. M.) p. 161, Golden Eagle, p. 163, Stock Dove (4, 6, 7) p. 170, Rock Dove (2) p. 171, Ring Ouzel (3) p. 203, Garden Warbler p. 215, Yellow-browed Warbler p. 217; Alan Dalton: Goshawk p. 161; Dave Dillon (www.flickr.com/photos/34625967@N04): Ruff (1) p. 140, Nightjar (3) p.174; Ulf Gotthardsson (www.flickr.com/photos/ulfgotthardsson/): Lapwing chick, p. 122, Woodcock (4) p. 131; M. A. Eccles (www.flickr.com/photos/trampsandhawkers): Goldeneye (Ad. M., Ad. F. main images) p. 55, Pied Flycather (2) p. 127, Red Grouse (5, 8) p. 166, Ring Ouzel (4) p. 203, Crossbill (6 Ad. M.) p. 245; Cleber C. Ferreira (www.flickr.com/photos/39052018@N08/): Grey plover (Ad. Br.) p.125; Steve Greaves (www.stevegreaves.com): Bittern (4 standing) p. 113, Red Kite (2, 3, 7) p. 155, Buzzard (7 Ad.) p. 154, Quail p. 167; Floss Gibson (www.flickr.com/photos/flossgibson/): Sparrowhawk (7 F. perched) p. 151, Skylark (Juv.) p. 190; Mike Grimes (www.oretani.com): Crane (6, 7, 8) p. 113, Ruff (3) p. 140, Green Sandpiper (3, 4) p. 147, Marsh Harrier (3 Ad. F.) p. 161; Marlin Harms (www.flickr.com/photos/28867468@N08/): Red-breasted Merganser (1, 2, 3) p. 56; Peter Harrison: Little Auk (1) p. 80, Cory’s Shearwater (1, 2) p. 87; Roger Hatcliffe (www.flickr.com/photos/lincsbirder/): Teal (Main image of M. in flight) p. 48, Stock Dove (1, 2, 3, 5), p. 170, Fieldfare (2) p. 199, Whinchat (2) p. 203,Yellowhammer (females) p. 250; Sveinn Jónsson (www.flickr.com/photos/kjoinn1/): Scaup (M.) p. 61, Long-tailed Duck (M.) p. 61, Little Auk (3) p. 80, Iceland Gull (4) p. 97, Golden Plover (Ad. M. Br.) p. 124, Knot (Ad. Br.) p. 126, Purple Sandpiper (Ad. Br.) p. 139, Merlin (Ad. M and F) p. 153, Long-eared Owl (5, 6, 7) p. 158, White-tailed Eagle (Ad.) p. 163, Rock Dove (1) p. 171, Raven (5, 6) p. 230; Jordi Jornet (www.flickr.com/photos/26176588@N04/): Balearic Shearwater (9) p. 87; Niall T. Keogh: Jack Snipe, p. 143; Ross Lennox (http://www.flickr.com/photos/old_sch00l/): Song Thrush (3) p. 196; Joe Martin (www.flickr.com/photos/josh_marvin/): Common Scoter (3 flock) p. 54, Red-breasted Merganser (4) p. 56; Stephen Mcavoy: Serin p. 253; Norman Mackenzie (www.flickr.com/photos/36678366@N04/): Woodcock (3 Main Image) p. 131, Red Grouse (7 F.) p. 166; Rónán Mclaughlin (www.flickr.com/people/ronanmclaughlin/): Blackcap p.13, Corncrake p. 24, (1, 3) p. 119, Gadwall (2) p. 47, Garganey (M.) p. 59, Sandwich Tern (2) p. 99, Pomarine Skua, p. 107, Snowy Owl (1) p. 161, Fieldfare (4) p. 199, Black Redstart (1) p. 202, Pied Flycatcher (1) p. 217; Richard T. Mills: Shelduck (ducklings) p. 44, Common Scoter (bottom right M.), p. 54, Black-necked Grebe (Moulting) p. 74, Black Tern (3, 4) p. 107, Woodcock (5) p. 131, Nightjar (2) p. 174, Firecrest, p. 217; Allan Morgan: Green-winged Teal, p. 59, Long-tailed Skua, p. 107, Pectoral Sandpiper (6) p. 145; Joaquim Muchaxo (www.flickr.com/photos/jmuchaxo/): Balearic Shearwater (10) p. 87; Killian Mullarney: Great Black-backed Gull (1, 9, 10) p. 90, Lesser Black-backed Gull (4, 5, 7, 8) p. 91, Lapwing (6 Ad. NBr.) p. 122, Dunlin (Ad. NBr.) p. 127; Barry O’donoghue (www.henharrierireland.blogspot.ie/): Hen Harrier (4) p. 156; Michael John O’mahony (www.flickr.com/photos/griangraf/): Grey Phalarope (1) p. 143, Wood Sandpiper (1) p. 147, Kestrel (10 Ad. M) p. 150, Sparrowhawk (11) p. 151, Peregrine (6) p. 152, Merlin (7) p. 153, Buzzard (1, 9) p. 154, Hen Harrier (3) p. 156, Short-eared Owl (3, 7, 8), p. 159, Red Grouse (1, 2) p. 166, Cuckoo (5) p. 173, Sand Martin (1, 3) p. 180, House Martin (1) p. 181; John N. Murphy (http://murfswildlife.blogspot.ie/): Barnacle Goose (5 standing) p. 42, Bean Goose p. 59, Great Northern Diver ( 7 Ad. NBr.) p. 70, Spoonbill (2) p. 113, Red Grouse (6, 9) p. 166, Whitethroat (1, 2) p. 210, Crossbill (Juv.) p. 245; Reynir Skarsgård (www.flickr.com/photos/32203824@N00/): Greylag Goose (main flight image) p. 41, Arctic Tern (Juvs.) p. 101, Redwing (1) p. 198; Silvio Sola (www.flickr.com/photos/81499140@N03/): Brambling (1) p. 243; Matti Suopajärvi (www.flickr.com/people/mattisj/): Grey Plover (5 in flight) p. 125, Woodcock (flight shots) p. 131; Jerry Ting (www.flickr.com/photos/jerryting/): Ruff (2) p. 140; Jeremiah Trimble (www.flickr.com/photos/7487520@N08/): Leach’s Petrel p. 87; Bob Weaver: Crossbill (1, 2, 3, 4, 6, 7) p. 245; Jim Wilson (www.irishwildlife.net): Barnacle Goose (7, 8) p. 42, Shelduck (Juv.) p. 44, Eider (1, 2, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12) p. 53, Red-breasted Merganser (5, 6, 7) p. 56, Cormorant (8, 10) p. 68, Shag (5) p. 69, Great Northern Diver (1, 4, 8) p. 70, Guillemot with Razorbill (6) p. 76, Puffin (1, 7) p. 78, Black Guillemot (8) p. 79, Manx Shearwater (3 flock) p. 82, Gannet (1, 6, 11, 15, 16) p. 84, Fulmar (4, 5, 6) p. 85, Great Shearwater (3, 4) p. 87, Glaucous Gull (6) p. 96, Kittiwake (2, 9) p. 98, Arctic Tern (6, 7) p. 101, Arctic Skua (3, 4, 7, 9, 10) p. 102, Great Skua (10) p. 103, Kestrel (6) p. 150, Peregrine (9, 11) p. 152, Buzzard (5, 6, 10) p. 154, Long-eared Owl (1) p. 158, Pheasant (1, 2, 7) p. 165, Woodpigeon (1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 10) p. 169, Feral Pigeon (7) p. 171, House Martin (4, 5, 8) p. 181, Swallow (9) p. 182, Pied Wagtail (1) p. 186, Robin (4) p. 194, Song Thrush (2, 4, 7) p. 196, Mistle Thrush (3) p. 197, Wheatear (3, 8) p. 201, Blackcap (6) p. 208, Great Tit (1) p. 221, Jackdaw (2, 7) p. 228, Rook (4) p. 229, Hooded Crow (7, 9) p. 231, Magpie (1, 5, 7, 9) p. 233, Rose-coloured Starling (Juv.) p. 236, House Sparrow (3, 7, 10), p. 238, Chaffinch (3) p. 242, Bullfinch (Juv.) p. 244, Greenfinch (7, 8) p. 246; Peter Wilson (www.flickr.com/photos/foilistpeter/): Pied Wagtail (7) p. 186, Long-tailed Tit (1) p. 223; Nigel Winnu (www.flickr.com/photos/winnu/): Snowy Owl (2) p. 161; Ron Wolf (www.flickr.com/photos/rwolf/): Black-throated Diver p. 74; Peter William Wort (www.flickr.com/photos/28878705@N08/): Great Spotted Woodpecker (6) p. 177.




[image: images]


A male Chaffinch





Introduction


To some, birdwatching might, on the surface, look like a strange pastime involving a few people dressed in camouflage jackets running around the countryside looking for some small brown birds. But birdwatching is a lot more than that. We are all birdwatchers to a greater or lesser degree. At some stage or other each of us has had our attention drawn to a wild bird, whether looking at a cheeky Robin in the garden, watching seagulls during a day at the beach in summer or when feeding the swans at the local pond.


Birdwatching can become a lifetime hobby. Its beauty is that birds are everywhere, from the windowsill in the centre of a town or city to the cliff tops of the most remote, windswept island. So you can birdwatch anywhere, any time, and anyone can do it, no matter what their age, sex or physical ability. Even if you are confined to home, to bed, or to a wheelchair, you are in business as long as you have even the most limited window to the outside world. Once you are bitten by the bug (or bird!), there is no limit to the level of enjoyment and knowledge to be gained from studying even one bird species. Whole books, for instance, have been written about the Robin alone. Through birdwatching you can also get involved in practical conservation work by taking part in national and international surveys. You can make a valuable contribution to our knowledge and the conservation of birds.


Birdwatching is also one of the best introductions, both for young and old, to the natural world around us. You may find that your attention will be drawn to the flowers and plants which birds use, or to the multitude of creatures, big and small, on which they prey. Most good birdwatchers are also very knowledgeable about plants, animals, butterflies and moths, and even weather forecasting. Many of the most famous naturalists began as birdwatchers.




Note: In recent years the terms ‘birding’ instead of ‘birdwatching’ and ‘birder’ instead of ‘birdwatcher’ have become popular amongst many experienced birdwatchers in Ireland. The authors prefer the terms ‘birdwatching’ and ‘birdwatcher’ and these will be used throughout this guide.








Identifying Ireland’s Birds



Getting Started


Bird identification is basically an exercise in observation. It makes you examine more closely everything you see and hear. With practice you will learn to gather a lot of information in a short space of time about the birds you find. Sometimes it can be very easy, as some birds such as the Magpie have very obvious features that are unique to them. Other times, for the differentiation of birds that look very similar, such as the Willow Warbler and Chiffchaff, it is a bit like those ‘spot the difference’ puzzles where two images are presented that look identical but have very subtle differences, and you have to look carefully to see them. Even if you can identify only a dozen different birds, by looking at them and memorising what they look like, you will notice that there is something different about any ‘new’ bird which appears. The topics discussed in this chapter will help you on your way to becoming a confident birdwatcher with the ability to identify birds you see and help you get more enjoyment from your hobby.
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A Willow Warbler and a Chiffchaff – a difficult identification challenge.



The Notebook


Apart from this guide, the most important book you will need when birdwatching is your notebook. This is used to write down what, where and when you have seen and heard, and anything you feel is important to keep as a record. It should also be used to take descriptions of birds you cannot readily identify. Without your notebook, by the time you get out this guide the bird may well have flown away, never to be seen again. You won’t be able to remember complicated plumage details, blue may become green, grey may turn to black, streaking disappears, and size and shape become distorted. You may end up convincing yourself that the bird you spotted is the same as the first bird you come across in the book which looks vaguely like it, passing over ‘minor’ details such as its extreme rarity or the fact that there are other very similar species which are far more common than the one you have picked out. Making a quick sketch of any mystery bird you see is also very valuable. With a little practice, you can record a large amount of information about a bird in this way in a short space of time. You do not need a degree in art. In fact, you do not need to be able to draw well at all. If you think about it, if you wanted to give someone directions you would probably draw a map rather than have them remember the directions in their head. When identifying birds it is the same thing – think of your humble sketch as a map rather than a work of art. You can practise your observation skills by describing and sketching birds you know that are easy to find and watch, such as birds in your garden or at a local pond or woodland. Then compare your notes with the species images and text in this guide and see how well you observed the birds. Taking notes makes you to look more closely and systematically at the birds you see and hear, and helps you become a better birdwatcher. Note: most mobile phones have a sound record option and this could also be used to record your bird description. If the bird is making any sounds, these can sometimes be loud enough to record also.


[image: images]


Chaffinch – a basic sketch can capture a lot of information quickly.



Plumage and ‘Bare Parts’ Terminology


In order to make accurate descriptions of the birds you see, you should get to know the names of the different parts of a bird. Feathers on almost all birds are arranged in groups called feather tracts. These tracts are common to most birds and can vary between species in the number and/or shape of the feathers in each tract. The labelled photographs below show the names of the various parts and tracts of a bird. Look at the photos and labels and try to become familiar with the various names. This will help you when confronted with a bird that you have never seen before and need to describe accurately in order to identify it. Use the species photos in this guide to practise naming the different parts, and don’t worry if you can’t remember them all: you will get to know them with time.


[image: images]


[image: images]



Moult in Birds


Bird identification would be very easy if each bird species had the same plumage colour and pattern all the time. What can make birdwatching a challenge for even the most experienced birdwatcher is feather moult, that process by which birds change plumage from juvenile to adult, from breeding to non-breeding and all stages in between. A very important part of bird identification is being aware of and understanding the basics of feather moult.
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For some birds, like the Starling, moult can make the same bird look different at various times of the year.


Feathers must be strong, light and flexible to do their work. Without them, birds cannot fly or stay warm. Like mammals shedding old hairs as new ones grow, birds replace old feathers with new ones regularly. However, unlike humans, who shed hair continuously, birds generally replace their feathers only at certain times of the year. Birds have also evolved a system of replacing or moulting feathers in sequence to ensure that feather function is maintained. The main flight feathers, the primaries and secondaries, are usually replaced in a predictable sequence, starting with the innermost primary and continuing outward from the body, while the outermost secondary is first replaced, continuing inward towards the body. The new feathers grow in place of the old ones, pushing them out. This results in gaps where the old feathers have dropped off and the new ones are not yet fully grown, most evident on the wings and tail. Most land birds moult in such a way that they are always able to fly. Crows in late June and July have their wings and tails in moult, with some individuals flying around almost tailless and with many wing feathers missing but still enough to stay airborne. Ducks, swans and geese moult all of their flight feathers at the same time and as a result are flightless for four to six weeks.


Unfortunately, there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ moult pattern for birds. The pattern of moult varies between individuals and species, though thankfully different bird groups, such as gulls, ducks and finches, typically follow predictable moult patterns. For most birds, moult takes place outside the breeding and migration periods. Most adult birds seen in Ireland moult all their feathers each year after breeding. Bigger birds, such as the gulls, moult body feathers a second time in the spring, and recently fledged young birds will usually replace their body feathers and some wing feathers in their first autumn, subsequently having a complete annual moult at that time. There are exceptions, such as the young of House Sparrows and Starlings, which undergo a full moult of all their feathers in their first autumn. Most birds have a recognisable juvenile plumage which is usually replaced shortly after fledging. Small birds reach adult plumage within a year or two of hatching, while bigger birds can take longer. Large gulls, such as the Herring Gull, take three years of plumage changes to reach adult plumage. Eagles are in almost continuous moult and take up to six years to reach adult plumage.


The timing of moult can be different for males and females. Like most Irish duck species, the male Mallard, for example, moults in June and does it so fast it is flightless for up to four weeks, while the female moults and becomes flightless only after the young are independent, typically in July or August. For the Mute Swan it is the exact opposite: the female becomes flightless two or three weeks after the cygnets have hatched while the male starts moulting only when the female regains her full power of flight. Some of our migratory birds moult completely before leaving Ireland; others have a partial moult here, pause it during migration and finish the process on arrival at their summer or wintering grounds, while a few will wait until the migration flight is over.


Trauma and shock can cause a bird to lose some of its feathers, which are usually replaced straight away, and disease and starvation can cause a bird to suspend its moult until it recovers or finds a food supply.


All these moult-related plumage changes can result in the same bird species looking different at different times of the year and at different ages before adulthood.


Don’t worry if you find moult complicated and confusing. As you watch the birds around you more and more, you will notice patterns emerging, such as Black-headed Gulls losing their dark hood in winter and Black-tailed Godwits gaining their rusty breeding plumage in spring. You will eventually get to know the moulting patterns of different species which will help you identify some birds and get a greater understanding of the lives of others.
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