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				common starlings (Sturnus vulgaris) are a widespread and often overlooked species throughout the nation of Ireland, and indeed Europe. Starlings are a medium-sized (approx’ 20cm long) passerine bird. At first glance they look a plain black, but look again! On closer inspection their black plumage shimmers in waves of green and purple iridescence. A further sprinkling of white speckles stand out like sparkling sequins.

				If their subtly wonderful plumage isn’t enough to woo, then their incredible song and their uncanny vocal mimicry surely makes them one of our most amazing bird species. Starlings are lifelong vocal learners. Many species only learn in the first few months of their lives, after which their song is set in stone. Starlings, however, can continue to learn and add to their song throughout their lives, which, paired with a sharp ear for accurate mimicry, makes them one of our most impressive songsters. 

				I had the pleasure of hosting a family of Starlings in my roof in North Cork some years back. At the time I was passively recording the sounds of nocturnally migrating birds overhead. I strategically angled 
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				my microphone so that it not only pointed at the night sky, but also the nest hole in the roof. This meant that my recorder would capture all of the birds that passed overhead while I slept, but then also captured the song of the Starling as it woke each morning. What I learned over the following months was nothing short of jaw-dropping. 

				As different wildlife events unfolded at night, the Starling began to reflect this in its mimetic repertoire. In late January the local foxes began to echo their banshee-like screams along the fields behind the house, and a week or two later this sound was added to the Starlings’ song. Later on, in late March, when Snipe and Golden Plover began to migrate overhead at night in numbers, these too were added to the song. But best of all was hearing ‘our’ Starling begin to speak in a Cork accent. Each day I would let our dog Toby out in the garden to do his business and have a roll in the grass. After some time, I’d open the door and call him back in, with a Cork lilt: ‘c’mere’. I nearly fell off my chair one morning when I heard the Starling echo my command from the roof above me, accent and all. 

				Despite their many charms, Irish Starlings are in trouble. Once common throughout the country, their numbers have suffered a serious decline, and they are now featured in the Amber-list of Birds of Conservation Concern Ireland. This often comes as a surprise to people when they learn it for the first time, because our Starlings have always been such a familiar sight in a plethora of both rural and urban habitats throughout the land. 

				However, our agricultural intensification, coupled with a staggering increase in pesticide and herbicide use, as well a large decline in plant species diversity on our farms and in our townlands has meant that insect populations have plummeted. As insects form a major part of the diet of Starlings, this loss has in turn impacted their ability to raise young and thrive as they once did. A reduction in nesting sites has also had a big impact on their ability to successfully breed and raise young. 

			

		

	
		
			
				Starlings are most typically cavity nesters – like House Sparrows, Swifts and Barn Swallows, they have traditionally taken advantage of human-made dwellings, nesting in irregularities in the stone walls and straw or loose-fitting roof tiles of our older buildings. However, modern buildings are now much less irregular, with clean, straight, plastered walls, and solid-plastic fascia and soffit borders to our roofs. This has left many Starlings and other species without homes. 

				In many countries, Starlings also nest in old Woodpecker holes, where the latter are common. On a recent visit to the heart of the wild Danube Delta in Romania, where up to eight species of Woodpecker occur, I noticed something quite special. Not only were many trees peppered with old and new Woodpecker holes, many of these holes were also occupied by Starlings! And so, with the recent colonisation of Ireland by the Great Spotted Woodpecker, perhaps these wonderful ecosystem engineers will provide homes for our Starlings, too, as they continue to increase in numbers and spread throughout the country. 

				Although impressive in many ways as individuals, it’s what Starlings do in large groups that truly captures people’s imaginations. Every autumn, Starlings from around Europe gather in Ireland, to escape the oncoming harsher winter conditions in Northern and Eastern Europe. The much colder winter weather conditions there mean that birds cannot find the food and warmth they need to persist until spring, and thus they migrate and seek out countries with milder climates, until the winter passes. Starlings typically migrate in August and September, and in October, we can begin to truly see a rise in our numbers here in Ireland.
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