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Introduction

This report is a summary of our bird sightings made on Rathlin Island during 2020. This was our fourth year on the island and, as 
in the previous three years, we made efforts to find and record birds almost every day of the year. For these four years we have 
aimed to record and document Rathlin’s birdlife more thoroughly and in greater detail than ever before, and these reports 
provide a comprehensive reference for the interest and use of locals, visitors and ornithologists now and in the future.

Throughout the report we have often made reference to and comparison with previous years. Our Rathlin Bird Reports for the 
last three years remain freely available online:

Rathlin Bird Report 2017: https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2018/01/rathlin-bird-report-2017.pdf

Rathlin Bird Report 2018: https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/rathlin-bird-report-2018.pdf

Rathlin Bird Report 2019: https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2020/02/rathlin-bird-report-2019-final.pdf 
 
Where we have drawn on information from other sources, particularly regarding pre-2017 bird records, we have included 
references, and a full list of these can be found on page 95.

Observer coverage
At over 14 km2, and with about 30km of coastline, Rathlin is much too large for two observers to attempt anything like 
comprehensive daily coverage (especially while also working full time at the Rathlin West Light Seabird Centre!). While we aimed
to survey as much of the island as possible, only a small portion of the area could realistically be visited on any day, and there 
was a bias towards the western end of the island where we spent the most time. There was no coverage of some parts of the 
island that are not publicly accessible.

The vast majority of sightings included here are our own, and although we could only have recorded a tiny fraction of the birds 
on the island on any particular day, we hope that they still provide a useful indication of the numbers of birds present and the 
timings of their movements during the year. This report should also demonstrate the range of species that just a couple of 
dedicated observers can reasonably expect to see during a year on the island.

A major factor during 2020 was of course the COVID-19 pandemic, as the associated restrictions served to reduce observer 
coverage of the island compared with previous years, particularly at the height of the first lockdown during the spring. During 
this time, we reduced our own travel around the island and our birding efforts were very much concentrated at the west end, 
with only occasional coverage in other areas.

In previous years, observations contributed by visiting birders have added greatly to our own bird recording efforts. Throughout 
the spring of 2020, the island was closed to all non-essential travel, and visitor numbers were limited for the rest of the year, so 
we received relatively little help from outside. Also due to the pandemic, it was not feasible to run a Rathlin Birding Week, so we
missed out on the increased observer coverage that this event has provided in previous autumns.

Nevertheless, we still received records from other observers based on the island throughout the year, and from visitors once 
travel restrictions to the island were relaxed. Where such records are mentioned, we have given the observer's initials in 
brackets (see list of contributors below). For particularly rare species reported by other observers, we have only included these 
sightings in cases where we have been able to verify the identification with certainty. Many thanks to all those who shared their 
sightings with us throughout the year. 

Additional observers mentioned in the text (in alphabetical order):

PB – Patrick Barton
JB – Jessica Bates
KB – Kirsty Benton
UB – Una Bryce
JD – James Dee
WF – Wilton Farrelly
SG – Stewart Geddes
MG – Marianne Green

CG – Colin Guy
VM – Valerie Marshall
TMcD – Tom McDonnell
AMcF – Alison McFaul
JMcF – Jim McFaul
LMcF – Liam McFaul
TMcF – Teresa McFaul
GP – Gareth Platt

SR – Stephen Ryan
JS – Julie Staines
NW – Neal Warnock
DW – Dennis Weir
JW – Jim Wells
GW – George Withers
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Wildfowl counts
Because the island's wildfowl populations are mainly concentrated at a few freshwater bodies and favoured stretches of 
coastline, it is possible to obtain relatively comprehensive counts by visiting all these sites on the same day. This year, COVID-19 
restrictions reduced the frequency of these surveys, but we still completed whole-island wildfowl counts once per month from 
January to April and in September, November and December, and this count data for common wildfowl species is reported in 
the species accounts.  We stopped these surveys during the summer when the birds are less concentrated, more secretive and 
more sensitive to disturbance. 
 
Water bodies surveyed for these counts were the larger loughs (Ally, Craigmacagan, Kebble, Ushet and Loughnanskan), plus 
Glebe Lough and the low-lying shorelines from Doon Bay to the Rue and around Church Bay. These are certainly the main sites 
for wildfowl on the island and, although there are other marshy spots, sheltered bays and wet fields that may hold a small 
number of waterfowl at times, we think the counts probably give a good representation of numbers for most species. For 
species where we feel this might not be the case, we have mentioned this in the species account.

There’s one in every family isn’t there! Common Eider taking her new brood for a cruise on 30th May.

 
Waders
Rathlin's mostly steep and rocky coastline has relatively little typical wader habitat, and most species are concentrated around 
the harbour and adjacent bays, and around the south-east coast of the island. In previous years we have surveyed these areas 
frequently enough to provide detailed monthly count data for all wader species, but the limitations of 2020 made such coverage 
impractical this year. Nevertheless, all counts and sightings obtained are detailed in the individual accounts for each species.

Seven Dunlins and a Red Knot among a newly arrived flock of Common Redshanks in August.
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Breeding seabirds
A full seabird census was planned to take place in 2020, but this was postponed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. We still spent a 
great deal of time at the seabird colony throughout the summer, and we have included any noteworthy observations we made 
there. We also conducted productivity monitoring on a sample of nests near the West Light, the results of which are presented 
in the species accounts. A few particularly interesting observations from the seabird colony are detailed on pages 28-32. 
Additionally, on pages 16-27 we have provided a thorough account of Rathlin’s seabird breeding season, focussing on the 
timings of key annual events, based on four years of close observation.

Seabird passage
During windy periods in the autumn, we increased our efforts watching offshore seabird passage. While prominent headlands to
the west of Rathlin (notably Ramore Head and Malin Head) are renowned for their autumn seabird passage, particularly in 
strong northwesterly winds, it appears that large scale passage of seabirds does not generally occur around Rathlin, even in 
seemingly ideal weather conditions. Indeed, on the best seawatching days at Ramore Head there can be (frustratingly!) almost 
no seabird movement visible from Rathlin.

However, large numbers of seabirds can be observed offshore on many days in autumn, and it seems these movements of birds 
are connected to foraging activity rather than weather, with gatherings of feeding birds commonly occurring all around the 
island. Although we have had productive seawatching from various locations including the West Light, Cooraghy Bay and 
Ballyconagan, the best views are often to be obtained from the Rue where birds can pass by at relatively close range as they 
move between feeding areas. Autumn in 2020 brought relatively few days with promising seawatching conditions, and generally 
very low numbers of foraging birds offshore, so time spent recording sea passage was less than in previous years.

Looking south from the Rue towards the mainland, with seabirds flying through Rathlin Sound. Here a small flock of four 
Razorbills and two Common Guillemots hurtles past during a big passage of auks on 1st November.

 
Other species counts
For the majority of species whose occurrence is widely spread across the island, meaningful counts are nearly impossible to 
obtain due to barriers of time, effort and access, and so we made little attempt to do so. To give some indication of numbers, for
flocking species we have often given the biggest flock sizes recorded. For less gregarious species, if counts are given, we have 
tried to indicate the part of the island in which the count was made. 
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Ageing
For notable sightings, particularly of gulls and raptors, we determined the age of the bird where possible using accepted 
characteristics of plumage or other features. Ages are reported using ‘calendar year’ notation, where individuals hatched that 
year are in their 1st calendar year (abbreviated in the text to 1CY) up to 31st December, and enter their second calendar year 
(2CY) on 1st January, and so on. Where the term juvenile is used, this generally refers to an individual in its first plumage, and 
applies to very young birds. Once birds have reached their first moult they are described as immature until they reach breeding 
age and become adult.

From left to right: adult Herring Gull, 3CY Common Gull, 3CY Mediterranean Gull, and 2CY Common Gull on 15th January.

 
Accessibility of records
All our bird observations are entered into the international online database eBird (ebird.org), with the intention of making them 
freely available for ornithological research and recreational birdwatchers alike.  The main birding locations on Rathlin are 
defined as ‘hotspots’ on eBird, and users are able to look up all ‘checklists’ that have been submitted for these sites. 
 
Rathlin Stickybeak blog and Twitter
During our time on Rathlin we have kept an occasional blog, Rathlin Stickybeak (rathlinstickybeak.wordpress.com), which 
features posts on our bird observations and various other aspects of Rathlin’s diverse wildlife. We have also been active on 
Twitter as @_Stickybeak (twitter.com/_Stickybeak), where we have shared many of our wildlife sightings and photos.   
 
Photographs
All photographs in this report were taken on Rathlin by the authors during 2020, except where stated otherwise. Where we have
used images from other people, we are grateful to the credited photographers for allowing us to use their pictures.
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Locations

Rathlin Island locations mentioned in the text can be found on the map below (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Map of Rathlin Island with locations marked.

Some Rathlin birding locations. The Rue (top left) is a good place to view passing seabirds, and the rocky shore here can attract 
small numbers of waders (plus lots of seals!). Some of the fields inland from the harbour (top right) are managed by the RSPB for
Corn Crakes, with strips of nettles and other cover plants sown along the edges. Kebble Lough (bottom left) is always worth 
checking for wildfowl and gulls. The high cliffs at Ballyconagan (bottom right, here looking towards the East Light) are a good 
vantage point to look for soaring raptors and passing seabirds, and Twite are often present.
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Summary of 2020

2020 was our fourth year of dedicated bird recording on Rathlin Island. As ever, there were many interesting and notable 
sightings, but both the overall diversity of species and the number of rare species were much lower than in the previous year. 
This is only partly explained by the more restricted coverage, and highlights just what an exceptional year 2019 had been.

Species diversity
During 2020 we recorded 153 bird species on Rathlin, and we are aware of just one other species which was seen on the island 
by other observers, bringing the 2020 Rathlin year-list to 154 species (full list on page 33). Figure 1 shows the number of species 
recorded in each month for 2017, 2018, 2019, and 2020, along with the cumulative species total accrued throughout each year.

Figure 1. Monthly and cumulative bird species totals for 2017, 2018, 2019, and 2020.
Notes:
 The following months are omitted from the chart because they had no or minimal bird recording effort: January, February, 

and October 2017; and November 2018.
 Months with only partial coverage are included, but note the following gaps in observer coverage:
      2017: The first three weeks of March, the second half of September, the last 10 days of December.
      2018: The first 10 days of December.
      2019: 9th to 17th March, the last week of October, the first week of November. A week in mid-December.

2020: 25th February to 4th March.

In terms of overall species diversity, 2020 lagged a long way behind the previous year, but the end-of-year species total was 
exactly the same as in 2018. It seems that while all the stars had aligned in 2019 to produce quite a sensational birding year, 
2020 saw something of a return to ‘normality’, in birding terms at least! The species list was still greater than in 2017, but 
recording effort had been less comprehensive in that year.

The limitations imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 probably had some effect on the number of species recorded. In 
particular, our own coverage was mainly restricted to the western part of the island in spring and summer, so species such as 
waders and wildfowl, which occur mainly on the south arm, were likely to have been under-recorded and scarcities could easily 
have passed through unnoticed. Additionally, in previous years visiting birders have added several species that we would have 
otherwise missed, but for much of 2020 no visitors were able to come over to the island and we had to do largely without this 
valuable source of extra sightings.
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However, we feel that the impact of COVID-19 on 2020’s species list was probably only small. The main reason for the species 
total being much lower than the previous year was that some of the crucial periods during the main migration seasons were just 
not as good, presumably as a result of weather patterns that were not ideal for bringing birds to Rathlin. Spring began early, but 
petered out very early too. A prolonged period of settled weather appeared to provide ideal migrating conditions, and nothing 
seemed to be getting blown off course or grounded on the island. Although this was presumably good news for the birds 
themselves, it did mean that April and May, which had consistently been our most diverse months in previous years, were 
comparatively poor in 2020.

The early autumn was also relatively unproductive, with August and especially September producing very low species totals. 
Seabird activity offshore was conspicuously scant during this normally fruitful time, although the one or two good days did still 
produce most of the expected species. Things did eventually come good though, and October turned out to be the best month 
of the entire year, both in terms of number of species recorded and the number of notable species. November was also 
exceptional compared to previous years, and December was better than usual too, although not a single species was added to 
the year-list in the final two months.

In a year that brought so much upheaval, uncertainty, fear and loss, we were very grateful to have been able to continue birding 
on Rathlin at any level. We know that many others would have loved to have been able to do this but couldn’t, and we hope that
it is not too long before visitors can be safely birding on Rathlin once again. For up to date information on visiting the island, go 
to www.rathlincommunity.org 

Despite the challenges of 2020, it certainly wasn’t without its birding highlights, which we will cover next. 

Mill Bay filled with gulls during strong winds in January. South-westerly winds often produce these frenzies of feeding activity in 
this part of the island, and it is always worth checking for something more unusual among all the Herring, Common and Black-
headed Gulls. In fact, there is one Mediterranean Gull in this picture, although it’s not easy to spot!
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Notable species

Of 2020’s total of 154 species, the only one that had never been recorded on Rathlin before was Common Rosefinch. As well as 
being a new species for Rathlin, this was just the sixth record for Northern Ireland and the first in the region since 2012 [2].

The most remarkable ornithological occurrence of the year was an unprecedented arrival of Yellow-browed Warblers in the 
autumn. Before this year there had been just four records of this Siberian species on Rathlin, but an estimated minimum of 22 
appeared on the island in 2020, including up to eight at once on some days in October. A full write-up of this extraordinary event
is given on page 76.

Another scarcity that had an excellent run of sightings in 2020 was Lapland Bunting, with a rare spring record and then perhaps 
more than 20 individuals recorded during the autumn.

A fleeting Great Spotted Woodpecker was only the second of its kind ever to be recorded on Rathlin, and the year’s two Grey 
Plovers were (rather surprisingly) just the third and fourth documented records for the island. Other notable species in 2020 
included Greater Scaup (x2), Northern Shoveler (x2), Goosander (x2), Stock Dove, Sabine’s Gull (x2), Leach’s Storm Petrel (x2), 
Western Marsh Harrier, Red Kite (x2), White-tailed Eagle, Garden Warbler (x2), Ring Ouzel, Black Redstart (x2), Tree Pipit (x8) 
and Common Redpoll.

A number of species that are common in most of Northern Ireland, yet usually surprisingly rare on Rathlin, did feature much 
more prominently in our bird records this year. Eurasian Jackdaws arrived in unprecedented numbers in spring, and even more 
so in autumn, with many even remaining to winter on the island. Purple Sandpipers have been infrequent in previous years, but 
were a regular sight for much of 2020. Having only been seen in very small numbers for the last few years, some larger flocks of 
migrating Common Wood Pigeons were notable in the autumn. Although Coal Tits are a common resident species on Rathlin, 
there was a remarkable influx of them (and to a lesser extent Eurasian Blue Tits and Great Tits) in the autumn, and it was 
unusual to see flocks of them migrating high over the island and in exposed, treeless locations.

One of 2020’s highlights was the remarkable number of Yellow-browed Warblers seen in October.
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In our four years of bird recording on Rathlin, 182 different species have been recorded. 131 of these can be considered either 
common or at least annual, having occurred once or more in every year. The remaining 51 species are either rare, or at least 
uncommon enough not to have been recorded in every year. All these species are notable on Rathlin, and they are listed in 
Table 1, below, which also shows the years in which they were recorded and the number of individual birds involved.

Table 1. Species recorded less than annually in the period 2017 – 2020. Numbers denote the number of individuals of these 
species recorded in each year. The 15 species whose names are given in bold are those which had not, as far as we are aware, 
ever been recorded on the island before 2017.

Species                                                      2017               2018             2019              2020       
Canada Goose 5 28 3 -
Northern Shoveler - 1 1 2
Gadwall 1 - - -
Northern Pintail - - 1 -
Greater Scaup - - 1 2
Long-tailed Duck 1 - 1 1
Goosander - 2 - 2
Common Quail - - 1 -
Stock Dove - 1 2 1
Grey Plover - - 1 2
American Golden Plover - 1 1 -
Bar-tailed Godwit - 1 4 -
Ruff - - 1 -
Stilt Sandpiper - - 1 -
Jack Snipe - 1 1 5
Green Sandpiper 1 - 1 -
Pomarine Skua - 2 1 2
Long-tailed Skua 1 - - -
Little Auk - 4 - -
Little Gull 3 5 - 2
Mediterranean Gull - 4 6 2
Little Tern - - 1 -
Black Tern 1 - - -
Common Tern - 1 1 2
Leach's Storm Petrel 1 - - 2
Balearic Shearwater 1 - 1 -
Black Stork 1 - - -
Great Egret - - 1 -
Little Egret 3 1 1 -
Western Cattle Egret - - 1 -
Golden Eagle - - 2 -
Red Kite - 4 1 2
White-tailed Eagle - 1 1 1
Short-eared Owl - 2 3 3
Common Kingfisher 1 - - -
Great Spotted Woodpecker - 1 - 1
Red-eyed Vireo - - 1 -
Red-billed Chough 1 1 - -
Melodious Warbler - - 1 -
Wood Warbler 1 1 2 -
Yellow-browed Warbler - 1 1 22
Garden Warbler - 2 1 2
Common Firecrest - - 1 -
Ring Ouzel - 1 4 1
Common Redstart 2 - - -
Black Redstart 1 - 1 2
Western Yellow Wagtail 1 - - -
Common Rosefinch - - - 1
Eurasian Bullfinch - 2 - -
Common Redpoll - - 1 1
Lapland Bunting 1 - 3 24
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Notable omissions

As Table 1 shows, there are quite a number of species that were not recorded in 2020, despite having occurred several times in 
the previous three years. Some of the most notable absentees include Canada Goose, Green Sandpiper, Little Auk, Little Egret 
and Wood Warbler, plus Bar-tailed Godwit which – with a sighting on 31st December 2019 – dodged the 2020 list by just a single
day.

Once again there were no Common Redstarts or Western Yellow Wagtails, both of which have not been recorded since 2017. 
Lesser Whitethroat has not featured at all in four years of recording, and Pied Flycatcher appears not to have been recorded on 
Rathlin for over half a century! That regular coverage has failed to find these migrant passerines attests to their genuine rarity 
here and in Northern Ireland in general.

Similarly some waders have proved to be rarer than expected, with no sightings of Grey Phalarope or Little Stint in our four years
of recording, and Curlew Sandpiper apparently still not on the island list at all.

Although not a bad year for some of our less common raptors, 2020 was a blank year for Golden Eagles on Rathlin, and once 
again there were no sightings of Western Osprey. The last record of the latter species that we are aware of was on 28th May 
2014 (JD).

There have been no Red-billed Chough sightings since the last remaining member of the island’s small population disappeared in
the autumn of 2018. Apparently healthy Chough populations remain in Donegal and other regions not too far away from Rathlin 
and, with suitable habitat being maintained on the island, we hope that the species will be able to recolonise once again at some
point.

Since the last breeding attempt of the species on Rathlin in 2016, the only Red-billed Chough to be seen on the island was this 
lone bird present during 2017 and most of 2018. Photo taken at Roonivoolin in April 2017.

11



Breeding birds

More than 65 bird species breed on Rathlin each year (Table 2, on page 13). We mention just some of the more notable ones 
here, and more details of all the species are given in their individual species accounts.

A single Corn Crake was heard calling on the island throughout the summer. Although it is not known whether or not it found a 
mate, it is very encouraging that at least one male of this conservation priority species has now held territory on Rathlin for five 
consecutive years.

Peregrine Falcons had an exceptionally successful breeding season in Northern Ireland as a whole, and those on Rathlin had a 
good year too. Five pairs were located, of which four were successful, and these fledged a minimum of nine chicks between 
them (JW). There were probably three pairs of Eurasian Sparrowhawks nesting on the island this year, and at least 10 pairs of 
Common Buzzards. Long-eared Owls appear to have nested successfully in at least two locations.

Several pairs of Twite were present in the nesting season, and at least some of them nested successfully, with fledglings being 
seen in late June. European Greenfinches also bred successfully for the second year running. Although it had been strongly 
suspected in 2019, Eurasian Treecreepers were confirmed to have bred successfully in Kinramer Wood for the first time in 2020. 
At least one pair of Eurasian Siskins also nested in the same area.

At least three Common Grasshopper Warblers held territory on the island throughout the nesting season and it seems very likely
that breeding did occur. Common Cuckoos were also particularly conspicuous in the spring and, although no definite proof was 
observed, they almost certainly did attempt to breed on the island.

With a complete absence of tourists throughout the spring, it might have been predicted that some of the species nesting in 
public areas would benefit from the lack of disturbance and have a successful breeding season. However, we are not aware of 
any species that profited as a consequence of the quieter times, and in fact we observed several species nesting in typically well-
trodden areas faring worse than in previous years. The single pair of Great Skuas, nesting at Kebble for the eleventh consecutive 
year[1], appeared to fail very early in their 2020 breeding attempt, although the adults remained in the area for the rest of the 
summer. Common Gulls had a disastrous season, virtually abandoning their colonies around the south end of the island in May 
and fledging very few chicks. Black-headed Gulls abandoned their colony at Kebble and, although some made a late attempt to 
nest at the Rue and Doon Bay, the species probably failed to fledge any chicks at all on Rathlin this year.

Several species which probably do nest on Rathlin in some years, or at least have done in the recent past, did not appear to 
make any nesting attempts in 2020. These include Common Wood Pigeon, Eurasian Collared Dove, Northern Lapwing, Spotted 
Flycatcher and Whinchat.

Monitoring of the seabirds nesting close to the West Light showed that the Black-legged Kittiwakes continued their run of good 
fortune with another season of high breeding success. Rathlin’s most numerous breeding species, Common Guillemots and 
Razorbills, both seemed to have a reasonable year too, but the Northern Fulmars continue to give cause for concern with what 
looked like another very poor season. More detail is given on page 28, and in the individual species accounts.

Black-legged Kittiwake with two newly hatched chicks near the West Light.
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Table 2. Breeding bird species on Rathlin Island. See below table for notes.

A: Species breeding every year B: Species breeding some years

Common Pheasant Razorbill Sedge Warbler Common Cuckoo Eurasian Treecreeper

Greylag Goose Black Guillemot Eurasian Blackcap Grasshopper Warbler European Greenfinch

Common Shelduck Atlantic Puffin Common Whitethroat Spotted Flycatcher Eurasian Siskin

Mallard Northern Fulmar Goldcrest

Eurasian Teal European Shag Eurasian Wren C: Species possibly breeding some years

Tufted Duck Grey Heron Common Starling Collared Dove Corn Crake

Common Eider Eurasian Sparrowhawk Common Blackbird Common Wood Pigeon Whinchat

Water Rail Common Buzzard Song Thrush

Common Moorhen Long-eared Owl European Robin D: Breeding species lost in recent years

Eurasian Coot Peregrine Falcon European Stonechat Rock Dove Manx Shearwater

Little Grebe Eurasian Magpie Northern Wheatear Northern Lapwing Red-billed Chough

Eurasian Oystercatcher Hooded Crow House Sparrow

Common Ringed Plover Northern Raven Dunnock E: Historical breeding species

Common Snipe Coal Tit Pied Wagtail Northern Shoveler[4, 8] Common Kestrel

Black-legged Kittiwake Blue Tit Meadow Pipit Eurasian Wigeon[8] Great Cormorant[10]

Black-headed Gull Great Tit Eurasian Rock Pipit Common Swift[10] Mistle Thrush[3, 4, 8]

Common Gull Eurasian Skylark Common Chaffinch Common Sandpiper[8, 10] Yellowhammer[10]

Herring Gull Sand Martin Twite White-tailed Eagle[10] Corn Bunting[10]

Lesser Black-backed Gull Barn Swallow Common Linnet Barn Owl[10] Eurasian Tree Sparrow[8]

Great Black-backed Gull Common House Martin Lesser Redpoll

Great Skua Willow Warbler European Goldfinch F: Possible historical breeding species

Common Guillemot Common Chiffchaff Common Reed Bunting Great Auk[8] European Storm Petrel[8]

Notes for Table 2.
Group A contains species that we believe to have bred, or at least made a definite attempt to do so, in each of the last four 
years. The table makes no attempt to classify breeding abundance so, for example, Common Guillemot (which has tens of 
thousands of nesting pairs) and Great Skua (which has had just one nesting pair each year) are both in group A.
Group B contains species that have made a confirmed nesting attempt in at least one of the last four years, but not every year. 
Some of these are secretive species that may have bred every year, but we have not always seen strong evidence of it.
Group C species have been present during the nesting season in at least one of the last four years and may have bred, although 
breeding has not been confirmed. It is possible that its secretive nature is all that has kept Corn Crake out of group B.
Group D species used to breed on the island until relatively recent years. Manx Shearwater is presumed extinct as a breeding 
species on Rathlin, although it is possible that a few do still at least attempt to nest in remote parts of the island.
Group E contains species which we know have bred on the island in the past (though not in recent years), and those that we 
have seen listed as breeding species in older works on the birds of Rathlin (see references for more details). Some of these have 
probably not nested on the island for over a century, although Common Kestrel and Mistle Thrush may have done so in the last 
few decades. The breeding records of Northern Shoveler and Eurasian Wigeon are from more than 50 years ago and may have 
been rare or even one-off events. The list in this group is not exhaustive, and there are probably several other species that have 
bred at some point in the past.
Group F species have quite possibly bred on Rathlin in the past. There is at least compelling anecdotal evidence of Great Auks 
having been present here before the species became globally extinct in the mid-19th century. European Storm Petrels have been
suspected to breed in the past, but the presence of rodents and introduced ferrets may mean that they would not have been 
able to do so in recent times[8].
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Arrival dates of spring migrants

2020 was an early spring for many species, with several appearing much earlier than in previous years. Notably, the first Sedge 
Warbler was 6 days earlier than our previous earliest record, the first Sand Martin was 7 days earlier, both Common Whitethroat
and Common Cuckoo were 10 days ahead of previous years, and the first Tree Pipit set a new arrival record by 14 days! Of the 
26 regularly occurring migrants shown in Table 3, half had their earliest (or joint earliest) arrival date in 2020. 

The Atlantic Puffin remains Rathlin’s most punctual species. After three consecutive years in which the first Puffin sighting had 
fallen on 27th March we actually joked that, because 2020 was a leap-year, the first Puffin ought to appear on 26th March this 
time. Even so, we were astounded to be proved absolutely right – we did our usual daily checks of the colony and on the 
morning of the 26th we looked out to see the year’s first Puffin had indeed arrived, right on schedule!

Other species with impressively consistent arrival dates include Common Sandpiper, Barn Swallow and Common House Martin, 
whose first arrival dates have each varied by just two to three days difference over the four years of recording.

Table 3. First recorded dates of regularly occurring spring migrants in 2017, 2018, 2019 and 2020.
Species are listed in order of average arrival date. For each species, the earliest arrival date is given in bold.

Species 2017 2018 2019 2020

Lesser Black-backed Gull 25th March1 22nd February 15th February 20th February

Northern Wheatear 24th March2 19th March 20th March 22nd March

Common Chiffchaff 25th March3 7th April 19th March 23rd March

Great Skua 1st April 29th March 19th March 30th March

Atlantic Puffin 27th March 27th March 27th March 26th March

Manx Shearwater 30th March 2nd April 26th March 24th March

Whimbrel 25th March 29th March4 18th April 10th April

Sand Martin 30th March 14th April 29th March 22nd March

Willow Warbler 27th March 7th April 6th April 5th April

Sandwich Tern 6th April 3rd April 4th April 21st April

Eurasian Blackcap 3rd April 8th April 6th April 3rd April

Barn Swallow 6th April 7th April 6th April 5th April

Common House Martin 8th April 8th April 8th April 5th April

White Wagtail 2nd April 12th April 10th April 8th April

Common Sandpiper 18th April 17th April 16th April 16th April

Sedge Warbler 17th April 20th April 19th April 11th April

Dunlin 19th April 5th May5 11th April 11th April6

Common Grasshopper Warbler 27th April 27th April 19th April 15th April

Tree Pipit 30th April 25th April 21st April 7th April

Whinchat 1st May 29th April 19th April 25th April

Common Whitethroat 3rd May 29th April 26th April 16th April

Common Cuckoo 30th April 27th April 1st May 17th April

Corn Crake 12th May 27th April 18th May 3rd May

Spotted Flycatcher 10th May 5th May 8th May 8th May

Sanderling 30th April 11th May 7th May 17th May

Common Swift 5th May 11th May 20th June 6th May

Notes: 1,2,3 Birds already present when observations began on this date, having presumably arrived some time earlier.
4 Excludes a single non-migrating bird in February.   5 Excludes a single non-migrating bird in early March.
6 Excludes a single non-migrating bird in January.

14



Arrival dates of autumn migrants

Just as with spring migrants, there are some species for which we can compare autumn arrival dates in the last three years 
(Table 4). We cannot include 2017 as there was little recording on the island during September and October of that year.
In 2020, while Pink-footed Geese kept us waiting longer than in previous years, Redwings, Bramblings and Fieldfares all proved 
themselves in a hurry to get here. Although autumn arrival dates of other species have varied more widely, Whooper Swans and 
Fieldfares have been strikingly consistent in their arrivals across the years. In both 2019 and 2020, our first Eurasian Woodcock 
of the autumn appears to have been the first record anywhere on the island of Ireland (per James O’Neill).

There are several other autumn/winter visitors to Rathlin that we have not included in Table 4 because they are not common or 
regular enough to draw meaningful arrival date information. These include Glaucous Gull and Iceland Gull, Great Northern Diver,
and various species of wildfowl.

Table 4. First recorded dates of selected autumn migrants in 2018, 2019 and 2020. (2017 is omitted here as there was little 
recording during late September and October.) Species are listed in order of average arrival date. For each species, the earliest 
arrival date is given in bold.

Species 2018 2019 2020

Pink-footed Goose 21st September 15th September 24th September

Whooper Swan 2nd October 1st October1 2nd October

Snow Bunting 13th October 1st October 6th October

Redwing 6th October 13th October 4th October

Brambling 18th October 19th October 6th October

Fieldfare 16th October 15th October 13th October

Eurasian Woodcock 28th October 13th October 16th October

Notes: 1 Excludes an unusual record in July.

This large skein passing low over the island on 24th September was the first sighting of Pink-footed Geese in autumn 2020.
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The seabird nesting season on Rathlin Island: what to look out for and when

The immense seabird colony on Rathlin’s cliffs is surely the most spectacular and ornithologically significant aspect of the 
island’s birdlife, and we have been lucky enough to have opportunity to watch the colony closely throughout the last four years. 
While enjoying the incredible spectacle and drama of the nesting seasons, we have been able to observe the lives of the 
different species in detail and record the timing of key events in each breeding season. Here we provide a summary to describe 
the general pattern we have observed each year. Our observations have mostly been made from the cliffs surrounding the West 
Light and the Rathlin West Light Seabird Centre, which allow superb views of the colony in that part of the island. Rathlin’s total 
breeding population of seabirds extends over a far greater area than this, covering much of the northern side of the island and 
parts of the southern arm, and while we have observed these areas far less frequently, we have no reason to suspect that the 
timing of events is not consistent across the island as a whole.

Most of our observations here involve the five seabird species that can be easily seen nesting on the cliffs at the west end of the 
island: Common Guillemot (hereafter referred to simply as Guillemot), Razorbill, Atlantic Puffin (Puffin), Black-legged Kittiwake 
(Kittiwake) and Northern Fulmar (Fulmar). Rathlin is home to colonies of several other seabirds, including Black Guillemot, 
European Shag, and five other species of gull, but as we have had less opportunity to observe their breeding seasons we have 
not included them in this chapter. We also haven’t included the Great Skuas that have nested at Kebble since 2010, as our 
observations are limited to this single pair which has had variable breeding success across the years.

In general, the dates on which we’ve seen seabird nesting events occur have been very consistent from year to year, in some 
cases almost exactly the same date each year (Table 5 on page 17). The diagram in Figure 2 (on page 18) represents the 
approximate timings of the main stages of the nesting season for the five species, based on our observations on Rathlin. 
However, we do know that the timing of nesting varies somewhat between different seabird colonies around Britain and Ireland,
and the onset of the key events is consistently later on Rathlin than at many other colonies, including some that are at higher 
latitude than here, such as the Isle of May and the Farne Islands.

The West Light and the surrounding cliffs viewed from a boat. The sea, the sky and the towering cliffs are all swarming with 
seabirds (30th June 2018).

People often ask us when the best time to see the seabirds is, but really there is so much going on right through the season that 
we would have to recommend making repeat visits at different times to experience it all! We hope this chapter will be useful for 
anyone planning a visit to the island, to help them work out what they might expect to see. The viewing platform at the Rathlin 
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West Light Seabird Centre is by far the easiest and most comfortable way to watch all these species (despite the steep climb 
down and back up again!), but excellent views can also be had along the nearby clifftop trail at Kebble, except Puffins are very 
challenging to spot here, and you will of course need to carry your own binoculars or telescope for best views of the action. We 
also heartily recommend taking a boat trip around the island while the seabird colony is in full swing. The handful of times we 
have done this, our minds have been blown by what an entirely different perspective this offers, something that is impossible to 
achieve from on land. From sea level you will see many of the birds at close quarters on the water, as well as being able to 
appreciate the height of the cliffs and the full scale of the seabird colony stretching right round the north side of the island. Until 
you’ve had the seabird’s eye view of it, you haven’t truly experienced Rathlin’s seabird colony!

Table 5: Dates of key events in the 2017 – 2020 seabird breeding seasons for Common Guillemots (hereafter simply 
Guillemots), Razorbills, Atlantic Puffins (Puffins), Black-legged Kittiwakes (Kittiwakes) and Northern Fulmars (Fulmars).
More details on observations of events are given in the text, and blank cells indicate that we have no data, either because we 
were away, or did not make a record, or otherwise did not observe the event. Notes: ^ Date refers to 31st December 2019. 
*Observation made on 6th March, but an earlier event is likely to have occurred while we were away from the island.

 

17

Seabird breeding season event 2017 2018 2019 2020
First visits to cliffs by Guillemots 3 Feb 11 Jan 31 Dec^
First visits to cliffs by Razorbills 18 Feb 11 Feb 6 Mar*
Kittiwakes gathering in rafts near cliffs 19 Mar 26 Feb 8 Mar
First visits to cliffs by Kittiwakes 20 Mar 18 Mar 19 Mar
Arrival of Puffi ns 27 Mar 27 Mar 27 Mar 26 Mar
First Razorbill egg 5 May 9 May 30 Apr 3 May
First (only!) Puffi n egg seen 5 May
First Guillemot egg 6 May 11 May 5 May 3 May
Kittiwake nest-building frenzy starts 18 May 22 May 19 May 12 May
First Fulmar egg 21 May 18 May 15 May 16 May
First Kittiwake egg 25 May 24 May 20 May 22 May
First Guillemot chick 9 Jun 13 Jun 8 Jun 10 Jun
First Razorbill chick 14 Jun 16 Jun 8 Jun 10 Jun
First Puffi n carrying fish into burrow 17 Jun 16 Jun 10 Jun 10 Jun
First Kittiwake chick 23 Jun 24 Jun 17 Jun 18 Jun
First Guillemot jumpling 6 Jul 3 Jul 2 Jul 2 Jul
First Razorbill jumpling 6 Jul 3 Jul 4 Jul 2 Jul
First Fulmar chicks seen 6 Jul 3 Jul 3 Jul 9 Jul
Mass jumplings event 13 Jul 14 Jul 7 Jul
First puffl ing seen out of burrow 29 Jul 18 Jul 10 Jul 12 Jul
First Kittiwake chicks flying 27 Jul 31 Jul 23 Jul 25 Jul
Last Puffi n seen near colony 6 Aug 14 Aug 11 Aug 6 Aug
First Fulmar chicks fledged 25 Aug 26 Aug 25 Aug 24 Aug
Last Fulmar chick fledged by 12 Sep 4 Sep 1 Sep
Return of Fulmars to cliffs 18 Dec  11 Dec 6 Dec 26 Nov



Figure 2. Approximate timings of the nesting seasons for Guillemot, Razorbill, Puffin, Kittiwake and Fulmar on Rathlin.
As well as indicating the period in which adults of each species are present in the waters around Rathlin (dark blue bars) and on 
land at the nesting colony (black), the chart also shows the periods in which they can be seen incubating their eggs (pale blue), 
and raising their chicks (brown). Also marked in orange is the period during which Guillemot and Razorbill ‘jumplings’, and 
‘pufflings’ (Puffin chicks) can be observed. See text on pages 19 to 27 for more details of all these events.

Solid colours indicate continuous presence, with intensity of colour representing the proportion of the colony present; i.e. faint 
colour indicates only low numbers of birds present. Hatched shading in the adults column indicates periods when the birds come
and go, so on any given day they may or may not be present. Intensity of hatching represents the proportion of the colony 
present on those days in which the birds do come ashore.
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The seabird calendar

As some seabirds start visiting their breeding colonies on Rathlin months ahead of the breeding season, it’s quite hard to define 
when the island’s seabird calendar starts, and so here we’ll begin with the end, after the last chick has fledged in September. 
With every seabird gone, the cliffs suddenly seem comparatively lifeless and lonely for ten weeks or more (although with Grey 
Seals pupping on the beaches, as well as Ravens, Peregrines and Buzzards resident throughout, there’s still plenty for a wildlife 
watcher to enjoy at this time!). Storms gradually clear away all traces of the nesting season, the dark basalt rock turns black and 
cold, and somehow the stacks appear so much smaller. And while we look out on the empty cliffs, the seabirds are away 
roaming the ocean beyond. But luckily It’s not too long a wait…

Welcome back, seabirds! – December to March

The Fulmars, having been the last to leave in early September, are the first to reappear, with the earliest returnees beginning to 
visit their nest sites again by the second week of December. In 2020 we saw Fulmars back as early as 26th November. From 
then on, they come and go, and on any given day you may find the Fulmars completely absent, or you may find masses of them 
swarming dizzyingly all around the cliffs. On the best winter days, the number of Fulmars present on the ledges and zooming 
about the colony is greater than at any time during the summer – a real winter highlight that few folks get to enjoy.
 
Guillemots are next on the scene, but exactly when they’ll show up is impossible to predict. The earliest we have seen 
Guillemots make their first return to the cliffs here is 31st December, but in 2018 we did not see any until 3rd February. Their 
first visits could be very easy to overlook – birds may come onto the cliffs before it gets light, often in only very small numbers at 
first. They seem very nervous and unsettled on these early visits, and are quick to leave again. We have observed small 
gatherings disappearing completely from the cliffs over a very short period, and often they are all gone within a couple of hours 
of sunrise, or sooner if disturbed by corvids or large gulls. Sometimes droppings left on rock ledges may reveal their earlier 
presence, but even a relatively large visitation can disperse rapidly and leave almost no trace if the birds have only been on the 
cliffs for a short time. It is also possible to infer a visit from the presence of Guillemots on the water just offshore, or flying about 
near the cliffs, as otherwise they are absent around the colony for extended periods between these sporadic pre-breeding visits.

Although Guillemot visitations are generally very small and brief at first, the numbers of birds and the duration of their time on 
land increases in subsequent appearances, and from early March there are days when Guillemots are ashore in their tens of 
thousands. Their visits seem greatly (though not always predictably) influenced by the weather, generally occurring during 
settled periods and often extending to several consecutive days until a change in the weather, at which point they all vanish back
out to sea once again. This here today, gone tomorrow pattern will continue until early May (see Figure 3 on page 61).

Stacks bustling with Common Guillemots on 6th March 2020.

Razorbills start to appear a little later than the Guillemots. We have generally observed small numbers joining the Guillemots 
ashore from mid-February, and then similarly increasing in number and in duration of stay with subsequent visits. Throughout 
March and April, Razorbill colony visits occur mainly, although not strictly, in tandem with those of the Guillemots. And before 
long – from around the end of February – Kittiwakes also return to their nesting areas, usually rafting just offshore at first, 
before starting to visit their nest sites a couple of weeks later. This seems quite independent of whether auks are present or not.
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Punctual Puffins – 26th-27th March*

In our experience, the most reliably predictable event of the seabird season has been the return of the Puffins (*we’re not 
offering any refunds if this varies in future years!). Since 2017, the first Puffins were seen on 27th March each year, except in 
2020 when they arrived on the 26th (clearly Puffins don’t do leap years). Unlike the Guillemots and Razorbills which can often be
seen at sea around Rathlin throughout the winter, Puffins spend their non-breeding season far out at sea and we have never had
a sighting of one until the first arrival back at the breeding areas in late March.

It is around late March to early April, approximately one month ahead of the real start of the nesting season (onset of laying), 
that the numbers of Guillemots and Razorbills visiting the cliffs approaches the total number that will be present during 
breeding. The arrival of the Puffins coincides with this, and perhaps they prefer to have the comparative safety of the crowds of 
other auks before they will attempt to come ashore.

 
Seabird shenanigans ramp up – April

Through April, although there are many days on which the auk colony is empty, those days on which the Guillemots and 
Razorbills swarm ashore are spectacular, with virtually the entire colossal breeding population descending on the cliffs at once. 
These mass visits are a raucous affair, with a frenzy of courtship, copulation, territorial disputes, and other pre-nesting 
preparations taking place everywhere you look. April is like a strange game of seabird roulette – time it right and you will see 
more salty seabird shenanigans now than at any other time; but if luck isn’t on your side, the cliffs could be completely bare. 

At the end of April there is a quiet lull during a period when most seabirds disappear, presumably taking the chance to feed up 
before the onset of egg-laying and incubation. But after the start of May, the next time the auks all swarm ashore usually marks 
point at which the first eggs begin to appear, and the nesting season really kicks off.

There’s a LOT of this going on whenever the auks come ashore in April.

Seabirds settle down to lay – early May

Eggs safely tucked away under protective parents are not easy to spot at the best of times, never mind the very first ones hidden
among the dense crowds of seabirds. Ravens however, are excellent at finding eggs and will be onto them as soon as they 
appear, often leaving the broken eggshells in prominent places along the cliff top after eating the contents. Every year, our first 
egg sightings have been ‘helpfully’ provided in this manner.

From the eggshells we’ve found, as well as observations of nesting behaviour, Razorbills start laying slightly ahead of the 
Guillemots, but there’s not much in it – in 2019 we observed a predated Razorbill eggshell on 30th April, our earliest egg ever, 
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and in that year it was six days later when we saw the first Guillemot eggs. In other years, the first Guillemot eggs have been just
0-2 days later than the first Razorbill eggs. Eggs of both species usually appear in the first week of May, but in the unusually late 
spring of 2018, we didn’t observe any egg-laying (or egg-stealing) until the second week of May. Puffins incubate their eggs for a
little longer than the other auks, and it seems likely they start to lay slightly earlier too. We have almost no data on this, because 
(unlike the Guillemots and Razorbills which usually lay their egg on a bare ledge in full view) Puffins lay their eggs out of sight in 
their burrows. The only time we’ve seen what appeared to be an egg was on 5th May 2018, when we saw a Raven break into a 
burrow from above and pluck out a white object. This was four days ahead of the first Razorbill egg in that year, and presumably 
the hungry but resourceful Raven was forced to go after a more challenging target!

For all species, egg-laying occurs over an extended period, and this is just the start. Once eggs are laid, they need to be attended 
and protected at all times. With these precious charges to look after, the adults are committed to staying on their nest site, and 
the ledges won’t be deserted again until nesting has been completed later in the summer. The seabird spectacle will be an unin-
terrupted show for the next couple of months.

Raven rumpus – early to mid May

As soon as auks begin to lay their eggs, this creates an abundant new food resource that opportunists will exploit. We’ve seen 
Herring Gulls, Great Black-backed Gulls and Hooded Crows all having a crack at an egg or two, but the real masters at it are the 
Ravens. We have seen the Ravens’ behaviour follow a similar pattern each season, and their egg-snatching antics during early 
May makes this one of the most remarkable times to watch the seabird colony.

Northern Raven hurrying away to cache the loot after another successful raid on the Common Guillemot colony.

Egg predation is most intense during the first couple of weeks of auk egg-laying, during which we have observed the Ravens’ 
favourite hunting areas to be ransacked and even completely cleared of auks day after day. The Ravens appear to benefit from 
the small number of birds that are among the earliest to lay, as birds that don’t yet have an egg are easily displaced, making it 
easy to locate and target those that are sitting tight. We have observed Ravens focusing on areas where large numbers of 
Guillemots nest, beginning in the morning and continuing relentlessly until virtually all birds have been displaced and all eggs 
have been taken (see page 31). The Raven pair frequently work together to maximise efficiency. By the next morning, many or 
most Guillemots have returned, some of which will have since laid their egg, and so the process repeats again. After ten days or 
so, the Ravens’ appetite for eggs seems to wane. This may be a result of a number of factors. Perhaps the Ravens really do have 
their fill of eggs and cease once they are satisfied they have stashed away a sufficient store for leaner times. At this time they are
likely to be foraging to provision their own chicks, which are typically ready to fledge in early May, and when this happens they 
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may switch to other food sources. But also, once the Guillemots reach a critical mass of birds occupying their nest sites and 
fiercely guarding their eggs, it becomes more difficult for predators to land within those parts of the colony to access eggs.
Any Guillemot or Razorbill pair that loses their egg, through carelessness or predation, will tend to have a second attempt and 
lay a replacement egg about two weeks after the loss. Although egg-laying occurs over an extended period anyway, to some 
extent the predation by Ravens extends this further, most noticeably in areas that are repeatedly cleared for a number of days.

Peak egg-laying – mid to late May

Although the earliest eggs are laid in early May, it is not until around the third week of May that the majority of auk nests have 
eggs. Seabirds take up the same nest locations year after year, and those nearest the viewing platform at the Rathlin West Light 
Seabird Centre became very familiar to us. One of our favourites to watch was a prominent and spacious ledge at eye level that 
jutted out from the cliff like a deluxe penthouse, which we named ‘the scenic ledge’ because it was so photogenic. This site was 
occupied by a pair of Razorbills each season, with the timing of events following a remarkably consistent pattern in 2017, 2019 
and 2020 (see table 6). The laying dates for this pair were between 16th and 19th May, almost three weeks later than the very 
earliest Razorbill eggs are laid. Other Razorbills and Guillemots occupying nearby ledges all began laying within a similar time 
frame, and it is likely that this corresponds to the peak period of egg laying.

Table 6: Observations of the Razorbill pair occupying the ‘scenic ledge’ 2017 – 2020.
Dates for egg-laying and chick ‘fledging’ (the chick jumps from the nest site before it can fly) each year varied by 3 days at most 
(but see notes below about 2018).

2017 2018 2019 2020

Date: egg laid 19th May 16th May* 18th May 16th May
chick hatched 23rd Jun 17th Jun 19th Jun
jumpling 'fledged' 8th Jul 6th Jul 7th Jul

Days: egg to chick 35 30 34
chick to 'fledging' 15 19 18
total period egg to 'fledging' 50 49 52

 

*The pair in this nest site failed in 2018. An egg appeared on 16th May, but was not incubated and soon disappeared. A pair was 
present with a new egg on 25th May, but this egg was also soon lost. We speculate that the first egg was laid by an interloper 
who was quickly ousted by the regular occupants who then laid their own egg, only for it to fail (for unknown reasons). This 
would make the laying date for the regular pair 25th May, about a week later than in the other seasons. This would, however, 
match with other seabird nesting events in 2018, which was a notably ‘late’ year.

Razorbill eggs appearing on the ‘Scenic Ledge’ on similar dates each year. From left to right: 19th May 2017, 16th May 2018, 
18th May 2019, 16th May 2020. In 2018, this egg was not incubated (see notes for Table 6). Amazingly, we managed to capture 
the exact moment the egg was laid in both 2019 and 2020!
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Nest-building frenzy – mid to late May

In mid-May, as more and more of the auk pairs settle down with an egg, it’s time for the Kittiwakes and Fulmars to do the same. 
Each pair of Kittiwakes first builds a nest on their narrow cliff ledge using seaweed and muddy clumps of vegetation, a task they 
tackle en masse in a remarkable frenzy of activity that is another of the season’s highlights to witness. This frenzy lasts for a few 
days, usually around the third week of May, during which time the birds seeking nest material follow each other to hotspots of 
soft ground around the cliffs that can quickly become completely stripped of vegetation as bird after bird grabs a big beakful of 
material. As soon as their nests are completed, eggs start to appear within, and unlike the auks and Fulmars with their single 
eggs, Kittiwakes may lay up to three eggs over the course of several days. The abundance of bigger and much more accessible 
auk eggs nearby means that the Kittiwakes nests are generally spared the attentions of marauding Ravens.

Kittiwakes, possessed by the urge to nest, in the process of stripping this bank of vegetation on 24th May.

The Fulmars take a more relaxed approach in preparing to lay, and while they don’t actually construct a nest as such, they do 
spend considerable time fashioning a clear area in which to lay their egg, awkwardly scraping and smoothing with their feet, and
weeding out unwanted stones and plant debris with their bills. It is generally during the mid-May egg-laying peak that we have 
spotted the first Fulmars with eggs, although they sit so stubbornly tight during incubation that getting even a glimpse of an egg 
can take enormous luck or almost superhuman patience.

The waiting game – late May to early June

Seabirds in general have long incubation periods, and during late May to early June, the majority are quietly sitting on their 
eggs. Kittiwake eggs take about four weeks to hatch, while those of Guillemots and Razorbills take four to five weeks, and Puffins
take around six weeks. Finally, trundling along in the seabird slow lane, are the Fulmars, which have a wait of more than seven 
weeks before hatching occurs. During incubation, both parents take turns sitting on the egg (or eggs, in the case of the Kitti-
wakes). The Fulmars, as well as having the longest overall incubation time, undertake very long shifts, and one parent can sit 
there for many days (incubation shifts of over two weeks have been recorded at other colonies!) before its partner returns to re-
lieve it of egg duty.
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A flurry of egg hatching and fish catching – early to mid-June

Things seem fairly settled while most birds are occupied with their long incubations, but once chicks start to hatch there is a 
noticeable change in activity, as if the colony switches into a higher gear and suddenly there are birds flying busily here, there 
and everywhere. Over the next few weeks, the chicks grow at a rapid pace, and other events come thick and fast.

Earliest hatching dates for the Puffins, Guillemots and Razorbills are all usually around the same time, in the second week of 
June. Like the first eggs, the first chicks can be surprisingly difficult to spot. Due to the predation pressure on the early eggs, the 
first to successfully hatch may be more likely to be in secluded sites that offer more protection, such as rock crevices or in the 
centre of densely packed ledges, where it can be impossible to see them. But even if a newly-hatched chick remains out of sight, 
adult auks may give the game away by arriving back in the colony with a beakful of fish. Indeed our only means to record the 
earliest hatching dates for Puffins is  from observations of adults returning to their burrows with fish.

The earliest hatched Kittiwake chicks we have seen were on 17th June, although it is around the end of June before the majority
of nests contain chicks. Because they have clutches of up to three eggs, it is not unusual to see parents brooding a small chick 
while continuing to incubate the remaining egg(s).

Then finally, although the Fulmars lay their eggs before the Kittiwakes, their protracted incubation means that their chicks are 
the last to hatch, finally appearing in early July. We have found Fulmars to be the most tricky chicks to spot, and we have only 
very rarely seen new hatchlings. They are relatively tiny when they hatch, and the parents conceal them very tightly in their first 
few days. Often the first time we have become aware of a chick in a Fulmar’s nest is when the adult has flown away to forage, 
leaving a large ball of grey fluff in its nest, perhaps already more than a week old. The fluffy Fulmar chicks, alone on their ledges, 
look deceptively helpless and vulnerable, but they are more than capable of defending themselves by projectile vomiting oil at 
intruders, and predators seem to know to stay clear of them.

Seabird silly season – mid-June

As parents are busy making trips back and forth to bring fish for their chicks, the general melee also seems to create a sort of 
‘seabird silly season’. Each June we have seen birds visiting unusually adventurous places, especially Razorbills which take their 
cue to perch on the lighthouse walls and sit up on the Ravens’ nest. It appears as if these birds are just larking about, but they 
could be young birds coming in to explore, or breeders whose eggs have failed and now have time on their hands.

Each year, silly season includes Razorbills perching on the lighthouse walls (left to right: 12th June 2020, 29th June 2017, 13th 
June 2019) and exploring the vacated Raven nest (top right, 6th June 2017).

Once or twice we have also witnessed a remarkable sudden and short-term flying frenzy of Guillemots and Razorbills. For a few 
hours, colony activity markedly increases from normal busyness, and the skies around the colony are suddenly criss-crossed with
large numbers of birds careening in all directions. The most notable occasion was on 19th June 2020, coinciding with a weather 
system rolling in from the west during the afternoon, which prompted us to speculate that the change in atmospheric conditions
was somehow agitating or energising the auks. The exceptional level of aerial activity lasted at least several hours, but by the 
following morning normal service had resumed. Unlike the ‘wheeling’ of Puffin flocks often seen at other breeding colonies 
(though never observed by us on Rathlin, presumably because the Puffin population here is only quite small), the increased 
movement of Guillemots and Razorbills did not appear to be at all co-ordinated, with birds flying randomly every which way.
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Extraordinary scenes on 19th June 2020: the air full of Guillemots and Razorbills whizzing around every which way. 

Peak seabird – early July

At the start of July the seabird colony is at its annual peak. It is now busier than ever, with rapidly growing chicks in many of the 
nests, adults whirring back and forth to bring fish to their hungry youngsters, and plenty of late birds still patiently incubating 
their eggs. If there is any one time to visit, to see the colony at its magnificent best, perhaps this is it. It’s all downhill from here: 
some birds are already reaching the end of their nesting season, and the first departures are about to begin.

Jumplings – early July to late July

It seems like it’s all happened in the blink of a Razorbill’s nictitating membrane, but at little more than two weeks after the first 
auk chicks appeared, those early birds are raring to ‘fledge’ from the cliffs. This is not fledging in the usual sense, as the chicks 
are encouraged to leave their nest sites long before they are developed enough to fly. Instead, they make a dramatic jump down
from the cliff to reach the water, some jumping from their nest sites almost 100m high on the cliff. This quirky parenting strategy
creates an enthralling show and evenings during this period are perhaps the most thrilling way of all to experience the seabird 
colony – jumplings time!

When the first Razorbill and Guillemot chicks reach two to three weeks old, they are big enough to leave the nest and jumplings 
season begins. The earliest date on which we have observed jumplings of both species has been on 2nd July, although 
undoubtedly there must be some early birds that slip away undetected during the tail end of June. Although most jumpling 
activity occurs at dusk and daytime jumps are quite rare, our first jumpling of the season has often been spotted bobbing around
on the water below the cliffs during the day, unwisely drawing attention with its shrill, repetitive calls. Chicks give these excited 
calls with increasing frequency before they jump, and as more and more reach fledging age you can hear this strident, high-
pitched chorus penetrating through the general hubbub of the colony, like a bell ringing to tell you that it’s time for jumplings.

The peak period for jumplings occurs around the second week of July, when there will be many chicks jumping every evening, 
building up to one or two absolutely manic evenings when scores of jumplings and their parents leave en masse. We have 
witnessed these breathtaking ‘exodus’ events on dates between 7th and 14th July.

Each time a big jumplings night is brewing, the seabird noise is already elevated by the afternoon, and by early evening there is 
palpable excitement in the air, as the roar or the combined thousands of adult auks gets ever louder, combined with the shrill 
whistles of the chicks ringing out all around. As the light fades, more and more chicks jump from the cliffs, either leaping from 
where they are, or clambering to a better launching pad. It feels like the colony is emptying, and by the next morning there are 
noticeably fewer auks remaining on the cliffs. 
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On the biggest jumplings nights of 2019 and 2020 we also saw fascinating – and nerve-wracking – interactions between 
jumplings and a Grey Seal waiting in the water below. Although the seal persistently followed them and toyed with them, 
repeatedly brushing the jumplings with its whiskers, it invariably left them to paddle out to sea unharmed. We have frequently 
seen seals present throughout the seabird season, but these are the only times we have seen seals interacting with the seabirds.

For Guillemot and Razorbill chicks that have ‘fledged’, the male parent escorts its chick out to sea, and continues to look after it 
until it is fully grown, the female usually stays at the nest site for a few days.  These remaining mothers continue to make the 
Guillemot and Razorbill colony look somewhat busy even after most of the breeding activity is over. It is only in the last week of 
July that most of these birds depart and suddenly, with few auks present, the cliffs look strikingly empty.

This Razorbill chick on 2nd July is less than three weeks old, but fully feathered and ready to become a jumpling. 

Pufflings – late July

Unlike the Razorbill and Guillemot chicks, Puffin chicks – charmingly known as pufflings – remain at the nest until they are fully 
grown at about six weeks of age. Although they spend nearly all this time hidden in the safety of the burrow, we have 
occasionally had views of pufflings venturing briefly out of their burrows during daylight. Most of these sightings have been 
towards the end of July when the pufflings are almost fully grown and nearing fledging age. These dusky-faced monochrome 
versions of their parents sometimes appear at the burrow entrance, taking the chance to exercise their wings in the open. The 
earliest we have seen a chick coming out of its hole was 10th July. On that occasion, we observed a still-downy puffling spending
a lot of time outside the burrow over a few days. It is unusual for such a young chick to come out into the open, and the activity 
of its mud-stained parents suggested that the burrow had flooded after heavy rain.

When young Puffins finally leave the colony, they are more or less ready to fly out to sea and are immediately independent. We 
have never actually seen a Puffin fledgling after it has left the nest, and presumably their departure from the colony occurs un-
der the cover of darkness from late July.

Fledging Kittiwakes and colony clean-up – late July

Late July is also time for the first Kittiwake fledglings to take to the wing. The last few years have been very good for Rathlin’s 
Kittiwakes, and we have seen a high proportion of pairs successfully fledging their chicks. By the end of July and in early August 
there have been many juveniles loafing on rocks around the colony, rafting on the water offshore and flying unsteadily around 
the cliffs as they master their flying skills.

The noisy commotion as these inexperienced youngsters flutter clumsily about the colony serves to attract the attention of vari-
ous predators – Peregrines and Great Skuas in particular –  who profit from the sudden abundance of easy prey. Ravens, Hooded
Crows, Herring Gulls and Great Black-backed Gulls are already conducting a clean-up of the areas vacated by Guillemots and 
Razorbills, scavenging abandoned eggs and eyeing up poorly protected chicks. This is a harsh period that highlights the advant-
ages of colonial nesting: the last few remaining auks and their chicks are very exposed and vulnerable, and many of these late 
youngsters will be picked off by the predators, one by one.
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Puffins’ last hurrah – end of July

Once the drama of the jumplings has died down and the crowds of auks have dispersed, the Puffins put on their own last hurrah,
a spirited mass gathering as their nesting season draws to a close at the end of July. For most of the season, at any given time, 
most Puffins are hidden out of sight in their burrows. But now, relieved of chick-rearing duties, they spend more time above 
ground, particularly during sunny evenings. During this period we have recorded our biggest counts of up to about 320 Puffins 
on show from the Rathlin West Light Seabird Centre viewing platform, with lots of socialising, scrapping and a variety of other 
clownish antics going on.

From here, the Puffin gatherings quickly move onto the water, and by the first days of August there tend to be more rafting just 
offshore than there are on the cliffs, numbers dwindling down day by day. The latest date we’ve observed one or two remaining 
Puffins was 14th August in 2018, but this was an unusually late year, and in other seasons our final Puffins have disappeared 
over a week earlier than this. After the last Puffins have departed, we have only once seen a Puffin anywhere near Rathlin, and 
that was a very distant telescope view of one flying way out at sea on 1st September. Unlike the other auk species, which can be 
seen out at sea around Rathlin during the autumn and winter, you can expect to wait until the following spring before you see a 
Puffin again.

Well into August, the continuing noise and activity of the Kittiwakes makes up for the reduced seabird numbers, maintaining the
appearance of a bustling seabird colony until they too start to disappear from the cliffs. By late August they have all but gone 
and the Fulmars, being the only seabirds still remaining, take over as the stars of the show.

Fulmar finale – late August

It’s been a long road for the Fulmars, but towards the end of August their chicks are finally approaching fully grown and it’s time
to look out for the first ones flying from the nest. In the last four years we have observed poor breeding success among the 
Fulmars, with relatively few pairs raising a chick to fledging. Most nest failures seem to have happened early on, during 
incubation or hatching, and at least chicks that have survived to a few days old have nearly all gone on to fledge successfully.

The earliest fledging date has been consistent, at 24th to 26th August each year, but the latest date at which a Fulmar chick has 
remained at the colony has ranged from 1st to 12th September. Once a chick is fully grown, adults simply stop returning to feed 
them, and this abandonment spurs them into taking their first flight from the cliff and into independent life. By late August, 
there may be scarcely any Fulmars flying around the cliffs, only the remaining youngsters still sitting at the nest sites, exercising 
their wings and plucking up the courage to leave the ledge. These are the very last seabirds of the season and, one by one, they 
too take off and fly out to sea. It is now all over, but before the year is out the first Fulmars will return once more, ready for the 
whole cycle to start all over again.

Fulmar chick on 20th August 2020, very nearly ready to make its first flight. It was gone a few days later. 
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2020 seabird breeding season

In a more normal year, many thousands of visitors would have come to marvel at the wonders of Rathlin’s seabird colony, but of
course 2020 was very different. As we are fortunate enough to live within easy walking distance of the cliffs, we were still able to
view the seabirds frequently, this time in the strange and very privileged position of having this awesome spectacle almost 
entirely to ourselves! Happily, pandemic or not, Rathlin’s cliff-nesting seabirds are always largely oblivious to however many 
people may or may not be looking down on them from the clifftops.

Although this was our fourth seabird breeding season and much was familiar, it was no less fascinating, and as ever there were 
plenty of surprises and new discoveries. In this section we will describe just a few of our more notable seabird observations for 
2020.

Breeding success

In 2020, we were able to monitor a sample of nests of Kittiwakes, Guillemots, Razorbills and Fulmars breeding near the West 
Light. Kittiwakes had another very good year, with more than 80% of monitored nests successfully fledging at least one chick, 
and it is very encouraging to see this species enjoying a run of productive seasons. About 70% of monitored pairs of both 
Common Guillemot and Razorbill managed to raise their chick to the fledging stage, which is also a very promising result, 
although the sample sizes for these species were not large. Once again, Fulmars fared worse than the other monitored species, 
with only 30% of pairs fledging their chick. It was not possible to monitor the Puffins, which nest in burrows in inaccessible 
locations, but several ‘pufflings’ were seen towards the end of the nesting season, indicating that the species had some success 
this year. The single pair of Great Skuas was present for the 11th consecutive season, and appeared to start a nesting attempt, 
but by early June had clearly abandoned it. There was some indication that at least one other pair was looking to take up 
territory on the island in the spring, but they never fully settled down. More detail for all these birds is given in the individual 
species accounts.

Although it is undoubtedly the Puffins that draw the crowds of visitors to Rathlin’s seabird colony more than any other species, 
they are far fewer in number and more difficult to observe than the Guillemots and Razorbills. Nesting out of sight underground,
and in the most inaccessible locations, it is very difficult to gauge their breeding success each year.
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Razorbill pair raising two chicks

Perhaps the most captivating observation was a Razorbill pair raising two chicks. Razorbills pairs only ever produce a single chick 
of their own per season, and the most likely explanation for this unusual double brood was that the parent birds had 
inadvertently ‘adopted’ a chick of similar age from a neighbouring pair, in addition to their own. It is known from previous 
studies at other colonies[11] that Razorbills will readily accept a second chick that is placed in their nest site, and we suspect that 
is what has happened by accident here. When we first happened upon the pair with two chicks on 19th June, both youngsters 
looked no more than a couple of days old. Over the subsequent days we returned to check on this family almost daily. We 
watched the adult birds returning to their nest site with beakfuls of fish, which we observed being fed to both of the chicks, 
although during some feeds one chick took a larger share. While the adults seemed to be treating both youngsters equally, we 
frequently saw the two chicks fighting aggressively with each other, and by 25th June one of them was visibly stronger and 
better developed than the other. The following day, only the bigger chick was present on the ledge, and there was no sign of its 
‘sibling’, which we can only assume meant that it had died and/or been removed from the nest. It was always very unlikely that 
a Razorbill pair could successfully fledge two chicks, and we were surprised that they managed to raise both for over a week. The
lone chick continued to thrive and on 5th July looked fully feathered and ready to leave the colony – reaching this point at 17-18 
days is typical and this chick appeared not to have been held back by having to share in its first week or so of life. Our next check
was two days later and the nest site was empty – the chick had presumably become a ‘jumpling’ and was now somewhere out 
on the ocean.

We have written a full account of the Razorbill ‘twins’ at https://rathlinstickybeak.wordpress.com/2020/10/07/double-trouble-
a-rare-record-of-a-razorbill-pair-with-two-chicks/

Double trouble: both Razorbill chicks getting a sandeel supper on 23rd June.
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Nest site story

Another instance of unexpected nest contents was seen on 21st May. At first glance it looked like we’d spotted the first 
Kittiwake egg of the season, but on closer inspection it was actually a Razorbill egg that had been laid in a Kittiwake nest, and 
now appeared to be being attended by an adult Kittiwake. The following day, there was no sign of the Kittiwake, and the nest 
had been reclaimed by a pair of Razorbills which were incubating the egg. This was not the end of the story though, and by early 
June the Razorbills and their egg were gone, and a Kittiwake was once again on the site, this time with two of its own eggs! In 
the end it was a happy ending for the Kittiwakes, which fledged both their chicks from this nest.

From left to right: 21st May – Kittiwake with Razorbill egg; 22nd May – Razorbill pair return to their egg; 19th June – Razorbills 
are long gone and Kittiwake is incubating its own eggs; 6th July – Kittiwakeschicks are growing.

A less happy drama played out on 8th July, when a downy Kittiwake chick was spotted on a Razorbill pair’s nesting ledge. The 
Razorbills in this spot had successfully fledged their own chick just a couple of days earlier, and a couple of adults were still 
occupying the site. A newly empty Kittiwake nest immediately above the ledge left little mystery as to where the unfamiliar chick
had come from. The adult Razorbills treated their unexpected guest with curiosity and were even seen to preen it gently, as they
would their own chick, but by the end of that day the young bird had disappeared from the ledge.

Unexpected item in nesting area: Razorbills ponder their new room-mate.
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Raven egg caching

As usual, some of the most gripping action of the seabird season was provided by the Ravens and their egg-stealing antics. A pair
of Ravens nested close to the West Light, and took full advantage of the sudden abundance of auk eggs from early May. This 
year their nesting extended later than usual, continuing well into May, but with five chicks ultimately fledging it was their most 
successful year that we have seen. When we observed Ravens taking Common Guillemot and Razorbill eggs, some eggs were 
consumed immediately and then this food transferred to the chicks at the nest, but many more of the eggs were carried away 
from the cliffs to be deposited elsewhere. In previous years we have often observed Ravens flying across Kebble with auk eggs in
their beaks, and this time we attempted to investigate where they take them. 

Walking on eggshells: Raven caught with the evidence.

On the morning of 11th May we watched the pair steal at least 20 Common Guillemot eggs in just 90 minutes. Almost every time
the Raven left the cliffs carrying an egg, it flew directly to the heath around Kinramer Wood, more than a kilometre away. At this 
distance it wasn’t possible to see exactly where or how the Raven deposited the egg, but we observed them to visit a different 
location each time and then return directly to take another egg. The Ravens could complete this caching trip in less than two 
minutes. On the morning of 12th May we watched again and attempted to catch a cache in progress, this time with one 
observer at the clifftop reporting when the Raven is on its way, and the other hiding in trees on a ridge at Kinramer North 
watching for the Raven to make the drop. Four egg drops were observed, each at a distance of several hundred metres. Each 
time, the Raven landed and very quickly placed the egg into cover (once within a low mound of vegetation; once within a cluster 
of very small trees), leaving the scene again in a matter of seconds.  The process of hiding the egg was done without any 
preparation of the site, it was within easy reach of the surface, and there was no covering up afterwards. This is why we find it 
incredibly perplexing that, on searching each location, we failed to find any eggs at all. In desperation, we tried searching a third 
location that we had observed the Raven to visit the previous day but again no egg could be found.

It remains the case that we have never found an intact hidden auk egg, although we quite commonly come across empty 
eggshells appearing months after egg season. These are enormous eggs. Usually enormous and bright blue eggs. We know the 
Ravens have hidden dozens and dozens of these eggs across an area where we frequently walk and examine closely during our 
surveys for plants and invertebrates. Our observations suggested that the Ravens hide single eggs in a scattered pattern across 
the landscape rather than in multiple-egg caches. Perhaps they are smart enough to remember exactly where they put each 
one. All we have managed to prove is that Ravens are far smarter than us!
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Plumage aberrations

After the white Guillemot chick and white Kittiwake chick recorded in 2019, we added a couple more oddly plumaged seabirds 
to our records this year. A distinctive coffee-coloured Razorbill seen on the north cliffs of the island on 14th June had what we 
assume to be a ‘dilution’ or ‘brown’ mutation. A young European Shag at Roonivoolin on 8th August also had some sort of 
plumage aberration resulting in strikingly pale feathers.

Aberrant plumage in European Shag (left) and Razorbill (right, alongside normal Razorbill).

Although not a plumage aberration as such, our surveys in 2018 and 2019 showed that the bridled form of Common Guillemot 
makes up only about 1% of the population here. This season it was pleasing to spot a breeding pair, both members of which 
were bridled. Assuming mate choice is random with respect to bridling (which is believed to be the case), only about one in 
10,000 of Rathlin’s breeding pairs would be expected to be ‘double bridled’. Coming across this matching pair was a needle in a 
haystack scenario although, given the huge size of Rathlin’s Common Guillemot colony, there are probably several such pairings 
on the island each year.

Two of a kind: we challenge future Rathlin Guillemot-watchers to find another double bridled pairing like this one.

32



Systematic list

Here we provide a summary for every species recorded on Rathlin during 2020. Scientific names and the order in which the 
species are presented follow the IOC World Bird List (Version 9.2)[5]. Common names follow those in the IOC list except where 
the IOC name differs significantly from the name that is in common use in the UK and Ireland, in which case we have used the 
more familiar name and given the IOC name in brackets in the species account.

To facilitate finding any particular species in the systematic list, the order of appearance is given in the list below. Cases in which 
we have chosen to use a more familiar name rather than the IOC name are indicated with an asterisk.

1 Common Pheasant 52 Sabine’s Gull 103 Great Tit
2 Brent Goose* 53 Black-headed Gull 104 Eurasian Skylark
3 Barnacle Goose 54 Little Gull 105 Sand Martin
– Barnacle X Snow Goose hybrid 55 Mediterranean Gull 106 Barn Swallow
4 Greylag Goose 56 Common Gull* 107 Common House Martin
5 Pink-footed Goose 57 Great Black-backed Gull 108 Long-tailed Tit
6 Greater White-fronted Goose 58 Glaucous Gull 109 Yellow-browed Warbler
7 Whooper Swan      – Glaucous X Herring Gull hybrid 110 Willow Warbler
8 Common Shelduck 59 Iceland gull 111 Common Chiffchaff
9 Northern Shoveler 60 European Herring Gull 112 Sedge Warbler
10 Eurasian Wigeon 61 Lesser Black-backed Gull 113 Common Grasshopper Warbler
11 Mallard 62 Sandwich Tern 114 Eurasian Blackcap
12 Eurasian Teal 63 Common Tern 115 Garden Warbler
13 Common Pochard 64 Arctic Tern 116 Common Whitethroat
14 Tufted Duck 65 Great Skua 117 Goldcrest
15 Greater Scaup 66 Pomarine Skua* 118 Eurasian Wren
16 Common Eider 67 Arctic Skua* 119 Eurasian Treecreeper
17 Common Scoter 68 Common Guillemot* 120 Common Starling
18 Long-tailed Duck 69 Razorbill 121 Ring Ouzel
19 Common Goldeneye 70 Black Guillemot 122 Common Blackbird
20 Goosander* 71 Atlantic Puffin 123 Fieldfare
21 Red-breasted Merganser 72 Red-throated Diver* 124 Redwing
22 Common Swift 73 Great Northern Diver* 125 Song Thrush
23 Common Cuckoo 74 European Storm Petrel 126 Mistle Thrush
– Rock Dove 75 Leach’s Storm Petrel 127 Spotted Flycatcher

24 Stock Dove 76 Northern Fulmar 128 European Robin
25 Common Wood Pigeon 77 Sooty Shearwater 129 Black Redstart
26 Eurasian Collared Dove 78 Manx Shearwater 130 Whinchat
27 Water Rail 79 Northern Gannet 131 European Stonechat
28 Corn Crake 80 European Shag 132 Northern Wheatear
29 Common Moorhen 81 Great Cormorant 133 House Sparrow
30 Eurasian Coot 82 Grey Heron 134 Dunnock
31 Little Grebe 83 Eurasian Sparrowhawk 135 Grey Wagtail
32 Eurasian Oystercatcher 84 Western Marsh Harrier 136 White Wagtail
33 Northern Lapwing 85 Hen Harrier 137 Meadow Pipit
34 European Golden Plover 86 Red Kite 138 Tree Pipit
35 Grey Plover 87 White-tailed Eagle 139 Eurasian Rock Pipit
36 Common Ringed Plover 88 Common Buzzard 140 Common Chaffinch
37 Whimbrel 89 Long-eared Owl 141 Brambling
38 Eurasian Curlew 90 Short-eared Owl 142 Common Rosefinch
39 Black-tailed Godwit 91 Great Spotted Woodpecker 143 European Greenfinch
40 Ruddy Turnstone 92 Common Kestrel 144 Twite
41 Red Knot 93 Merlin 145 Common Linnet
42 Sanderling 94 Peregrine Falcon 146 Common Redpoll
43 Dunlin 95 Eurasian Magpie 147 Lesser Redpoll
44 Purple Sandpiper 96 Western Jackdaw 148 Common Crossbill*
45 Eurasian Woodcock 97 Rook 149 European Goldfinch
46 Jack Snipe 98 Carrion Crow 150 Eurasian Siskin
47 Common Snipe 99 Hooded Crow 151 Lapland Bunting*
48 Common Sandpiper      – Carrion X Hooded Crow hybrid 152 Snow Bunting
49 Common Redshank 100 Northern Raven 153 Yellowhammer
50 Common Greenshank 101 Coal Tit 154 Common Reed Bunting
51 Black-legged Kittiwake 102 Eurasian Blue Tit
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1. COMMON PHEASANT Phasianus colchicus
Introduced resident
With no recent introductions, the island’s remaining Common Pheasant population appears to be self-sustaining, although they 
may be reliant on gardens in which bird food is provided. We include the species in our totals, albeit with some reservations.
 Pheasants were ever-present at Kinramer throughout the year, with as many as 12 counted on some occasions. There were 

also occasional records from the eastern part of the island.
 Breeding season: The first brood of chicks was seen at Kinramer in late May.

2. BRENT GOOSE (BRANT GOOSE) Branta bernicla
Uncommon passage migrant, infrequently seen on Rathlin despite the large numbers wintering around the Northern Irish coast.
All Brent Geese seen well enough to identify to subspecies were of the pale-bellied form B.b.hrota.
 Winter / spring: An adult was with Greylag Geese in fields inland from Church Bay from 31st January to at least 8th February.
 Autumn / winter: A lone adult was in Mill Bay from 25th to 27th August, and 2 flew south at sea off the West Light on 1st 

September. A very approachable juvenile at the Rue from 13th to 19th September seemed to have then departed, but was 
back again from 15th to at least 25th October. Also in October, an adult was in Church Bay on the 5th and 6th, and another 
was in the same location on the 15th (NW).

Serene scenes at the Rue: juvenile Brent Goose quietly grazing among the sleepy seals.

3. BARNACLE GOOSE Branta leucopsis
Uncommon passage migrant and winter visitor
 Winter / spring: A flock of 3 was at Kebble from 11th to 25th January. A flock of 3 was at Kebble again from 30th April to 2nd 

May. It seems likely, not only that both of these records involved the same travelling trio, but that they were the same party 
of 3 also seen at Kebble the previous October.

 Autumn passage: The first of the autumn was a lone bird at Kebble on 2nd October, followed by 2 at Kebble and 3 flying over
the Rue on 9th October. On 10th October, a flock of 12 flew north over Kebble, followed by 2 flying south a short time later. 
Later that month, a flock of 6 flew over the harbour on the 14th, and a single bird flew over Kinramer on the 15th. A lone bird
was seen near Church Bay, and later at Kebble, on 4th November.

Two-thirds of the Barnacle Goose ‘travelling trio’ (plus a Tufted Duck) on Kebble Lough in May.
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– Barnacle Goose X Snow Goose hybrid
A distinctive hybrid goose, first seen at Kebble on 3rd November, was believed to be of this parentage. It was seen regularly at 
sites around the west of the island for the rest of the year, usually among the local Greylag Geese. Its yapping call seemed closer 
to that of Snow Goose than Barnacle Goose, although most aspects of its appearance were closer to the latter species.

Oddball goose, thought to be a Barnacle Goose X Snow Goose hybrid, tagging along with its Greylag friends at Cleggan.

4. GREYLAG GOOSE  Anser anser
Introduced breeding species, known to move between Rathlin and other local sites
 From January to March, counts at the island’s main wildfowl sites found up to 56 Greylags, although additional birds were 

undoubtedly present in other areas. Thereafter, the species dispersed to nest at numerous locations during the spring. Adults
with goslings were seen from the start of May.

 As usual, large post-breeding concentrations gathered to moult at favoured sites in June and July. The highest counts, 
including not-yet-fully-grown goslings, were 212 around Ushet Lough on 20th June, and 121 at Kebble Lough on 2nd July. 
With a smaller gathering of up to 33 at Loughnanskan during the same period and other small groups scattered around other 
locations, it is likely that the island population of Greylags exceeded 400 birds at this time.

 As in previous years, it appeared that most of the Greylags departed the island after moulting, and the largest flocks noted 
during August and September were around 35 birds. Numbers increased again during October, when gatherings of up to 50 
were recorded regularly in fields near the harbour and at Kebble.

 A flock of 53 was seen flying from the mainland towards Rathlin on 1st December, and this influx probably contributed to the
highest count of the year on 6th December, when a whole-island survey found 192 Greylag Geese. Whole-island goose 
counts were conducted several more times during December, and the mean count from these surveys was 137 birds.

Neck collar sightings: Three Greylag Geese with orange neck collars were recorded in 2020. All three individuals had also been 
present on Rathlin in the previous three years.

NCL: Ringed on Islay in January 2015 and later reported on Colonsay (where it nested in 2015), Islay and Fair Head[9], NCL now 
seems to be a regular Rathlin resident having probably nested here in 2017, and been confirmed nesting at Loughnanskan in 
2018 and 2019. This bird was present again throughout early 2020, and again nested at Loughnanskan. It was again seen 
frequently in the western part of the island during December.

BVI and BVJ: Ringed together on Rathlin in February 2017[9], this pair appear to have nested together near Craigmacagan Lough 
each spring since then. In 2020 they were seen throughout the first half of the year, but seemed to leave the island after their 
post-breeding moult. They were present on Rathlin again from early September to beyond the end of the year.
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5. PINK-FOOTED GOOSE Anser brachyrhynchus
Fairly common passage migrant and uncommon winter visitor

 Winter / spring: A flock of 33 flew in and landed near Ballynoe on 29th March. A single bird flew north over Kebble on 28th 
May and a lone bird, Perhaps the same unseasonal individual, joined the Greylag Goose flock at Kebble Lough from 18th June
to 2nd July.

 Autumn passage:
- A large skein of 122 flew south low over the island on 24th September. In contrast to the strong passage of Pink-footed 

Geese in September and October 2019, this was to be the only sizeable flock recorded during the autumn.
- The only October sightings were 4 at Kebble on the 7th, 3 with Greylags at Kinramer on the 18th, and a lone bird at 

Kebble Lough on the 24th. In November, 7 were at Kebble on the 3rd and 4th, and 3 were at the same site on the 18th. 
The year’s final record was a lone bird with Greylag Geese near Ballynoe from 6th December to beyond the year’s end.

6. GREATER WHITE-FRONTED GOOSE Anser albifrons
Uncommon passage migrant and winter visitor. A small flock has wintered on the island for at least the last four winters.
All birds seen well enough to determine subspecies were Greenland White-fronted Geese A.a.flavirostris.
 Winter / spring: The mysterious wintering flock of up to 15 birds was seen regularly from the start of the year to early April. 

As in previous years, they appeared to use Rathlin as a night-time roost site, flying in at nightfall and departing the island 
again in a south-westerly direction each morning. Whereabouts on the mainland they spent their days remains a mystery. 
The group had dwindled to just 5 birds by the final sighting of the spring on 11th April.

 Autumn / winter: The first autumn sighting was a flock of 31 flying east over the island on 22nd October. This was followed 
by 2 over Kinramer on 3rd November and 5 seen regularly from 7th November onwards. The 5 had increased to 11 in early 
December, and this flock seemed to adopt the usual pattern of commuting daily between Rathlin and the mainland for the 
rest of the year, although this year all sightings were of the morning outgoing leg of the journey.

A typical sighting of Rathlin’s White-fronted Geese as they pass quietly over Kinramer on their daily trip to the mainland.

7. WHOOPER SWAN Cygnus cygnus
 Regular passage migrant, mainly in autumn
 Winter / spring: All sightings were in March. A single adult on the 8th was the first of the year, followed by another lone 

adult on Craigmacagan Lough on the 12th and a further singleton flying over the harbour on the 22nd. A flock of 4 flew over 
the harbour on the 27th, and 25 flew west over Kinramer on the 29th.

 Autumn passage: The first autumn flock was 7 heading south over the Rue on 2nd October, followed by a lone bird the 
following day (JS). Whooper Swans were recorded on nine further dates in October, including high counts of 28 (comprising 
flocks of 7, 7 and 14) on the 7th and 45 (37 and 8) on the 18th. A family of 4 at Ushet Lough on the 30th October (GW) stayed
there until at least 1st November. Other November sightings were all of birds passing overhead, including 11 over Kebble on 
the 2nd (JS), 5 over the Rue on the 4th, 12 over the harbour on the 7th and 3 over Kebble on the 28th. The year’s final 
sighting was at least 4 over Kinramer on 7th December.
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8. COMMON SHELDUCK Tadorna tadorna
Breeds and overwinters in small numbers
 Wildfowl count data: Most Shelducks were recorded around the south arm of the island, particularly between Doon Bay and 

the Rue, and in Church Bay (Table 7).

Table 7. Shelduck numbers recorded during whole-island wildfowl counts. 

Date
Ally

Lough
Church

Bay

Craig-
macagan

Lough

Doon
Bay /
Rue 

Glebe
Lough

Kebble
Lough

Lough-
nanskan

Ushet
Lough

Other
sites Total

22 Jan 0 4 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4
6 Feb 0 3 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 6
17 Mar 0 5 0 5 0 0 0 2 0 12

19 Sep 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
15 Nov 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1

12 Dec 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 2

 Up to 6 were present in the first few weeks of the year before an influx to 14 on 11th February and then similar numbers for 
the rest of the spring. A single bird flying south at sea off the west end of the island on 26th March was a less typical sighting.

 Breeding season: Nesting occurred along the coastline around Doon Bay and ducklings were seen from mid-May. At least 7 
very large ducklings present at the start of July presumably fledged successfully.

 After mid-July, all Shelducks had departed. The only August sightings were 2 on the 2nd, and 2 again on 19th August. There 
were no more records until a single bird at Doon Bay on 12th November, which was joined by another at the end of the 
month, and both remained for the rest of the year.

9. NORTHERN SHOVELER Spatula clypeata
Rare visitor
 A pair was at Glebe Lough and later on Craigmacagan Lough on 11th April (TMcD). This is the third consecutive year that this 

species has been recorded, following single birds in 2018 and 2019.

Double Shoveler – a rare treat on Rathlin! Thanks to Tom McDonnell for capturing this moment.
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10. EURASIAN WIGEON Mareca penelope
Uncommon visitor
 Winter: A drake and a female seen around the south end of the island on 1st January were presumably the same 2 birds seen

in late December 2019.
 Spring / summer: A pair were on Ushet Lough on 11th April, with just the drake remaining until at least 25th April. 
 Autumn / winter: A lone bird was on Kebble Lough on 30th September, and 2 were in Mill Bay on 15th October (NW), 

remaining there the following day. One flew east past the Rue on 20th October. A group of 4 on Kebble Lough on 22nd 
October was the highest count of the year. A final lone bird was at Ushet Lough from 30th October to 16th November.

This smart drake Wigeon boosted Ushet Lough’s duck diversity for much of April.

11. MALLARD Anas platyrhynchos
Common breeding species, present year-round
 Wildfowl count data: This species may occur in many other small marshy areas on the island and is likely to be under-

recorded in these counts, particularly in spring when birds disperse to breed and behave more secretively.

Table 8. Mallard numbers recorded during whole-island wildfowl counts.

Date
Ally

Lough
Church

Bay

Craig-
macagan

Lough

Doon
Bay /
Rue 

Glebe
Lough

Kebble
Lough

Lough-
nanskan

Ushet
Lough

Other
sites Total

22 Jan 10 8 2 10 2 7 8 8 0 55
6 Feb 2 10 2 5 0 9 7 3 0 38
17 Mar 0 5 2 2 3 5 8 2 2 29

19 Sep 0 21 3 15 0 4 0 0 0 43
15 Nov 0 17 5 30 0 8 4 0 0 64

12 Dec 0 13 6 16 0 13 6 0 0 54

 Apart from the occasional wildfowl counts shown above, little attempt was made to record numbers of Mallards. The biggest 
single gathering seen all year was a flock of about 40 at Doon Bay on several dates in November and December.

 Breeding season: Nesting occurred in many locations, with the first ducklings being seen on 11th April.

38



12. EURASIAN TEAL Anas crecca
Fairly common breeding species and common winter visitor
 Wildfowl count data: Kebble Lough and the sheltered rocky coast near Doon Bay are the two main locations favoured by 

flocks of Eurasian Teals (Table 9). Glebe Lough also attracted flocks apart from in the summer when the water level dropped.

Table 9. Eurasian Teal numbers recorded during whole-island wildfowl counts.

Date
Ally

Lough
Church

Bay

Craig-
macagan

Lough

Doon
Bay /
Rue 

Glebe
Lough

Kebble
Lough

Lough-
nanskan

Ushet
Lough

Other
sites Total

22 Jan 0 0 1 0 34 46 4 4 0 89
6 Feb 1 0 0 0 50 77 0 0 0 128
17 Mar 0 0 5 0 37 20 0 0 0 62

19 Sep 4 2 5 30 2 7 0 0 0 50
15 Nov 1 0 10 55 32 60 0 0 0 158

12 Dec 0 0 0 36 2 102 0 0 0 140

 In the early part of the year, the vast majority of birds were on Kebble Lough and Glebe Lough, where the biggest counts 
were 77 and 50 respectively on 6th February. These numbers seemed to decrease greatly during March and just small 
numbers remained thereafter.

 Breeding season: At least one pair nested successfully at Kebble Lough, and breeding probably also took place in other areas 
of suitable habitat.

 Numbers built up again in the late autumn, and up to 115 were on Kebble Lough at the end of the year.

13. COMMON POCHARD Aythya ferina
Uncommon visitor, mainly in winter
 Winter / spring: A drake was on Ushet Lough on New Year’s Day. The only other sightings involved a drake on Ally Lough 

from 1st to 6th February.
 Autumn / winter: 3 drakes on Ally Lough on 19th September soon moved to Kebble Lough and remained there until the 

23rd. A lone drake was on Kebble Lough on 2nd and 3rd November, and then again throughout the second half of the month 
until it was joined by another on the 28th. Both then moved to Ally Lough, where they spent most of December.

Peak Pochard: these three, variously appearing on Ally and Kebble Loughs in September, were our biggest ‘flock’ of Common 
Pochards on Rathlin to date.
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14. TUFTED DUCK Aythya fuligula
Breeding species, fairly common year-round
 Wildfowl count data: Tufted Ducks were observed on all the island’s freshwater loughs. They are seldom seen away from 

these main locations, so the counts given here (Table 10) probably represent whole-island numbers accurately.

Table 10. Tufted Duck numbers recorded during whole-island wildfowl counts.

Date
Ally

Lough
Church

Bay

Craig-
macagan

Lough

Doon
Bay /
Rue 

Glebe
Lough

Kebble
Lough

Lough-
nanskan

Ushet
Lough

Other
sites Total

22 Jan 9 0 3 0 0 1 1 6 0 20
6 Feb 9 0 9 0 0 4 2 4 0 28
17 Mar 2 0 7 0 0 5 0 16 0 30

19 Sep 10 0 3 0 0 2 0 4 0 19
15 Nov 3 0 2 0 0 1 1 6 0 13

12 Dec 5 0 0 0 0 4 0 7 0 16

 Up to about 30 were present across the various freshwater loughs in late winter and early spring. The biggest single 
congregation recorded was 20 on Ushet Lough on 3rd April.

 Breeding season: Tufted Ducks nested on most of the main freshwater loughs, and ducklings were seen from 10th June.
 Only quite low numbers were recorded in autumn and winter, with no single flocks greater then 7 birds seen beyond 

September.

15. GREATER SCAUP Aythya marila
Rare visitor
 A male and female flew east through Rathlin Sound on 20th October. This is the second consecutive year that this species has

been recorded.

16. COMMON EIDER Somateria mollissima
Breeding species, common around the coast year-round
 Wildfowl count data: As sea ducks, Eiders occur almost exclusively around the coasts, with the main concentrations being 

around the south arm of the island from Church Bay to Doon Bay. During whole-island wildfowl counts (Table 11), small 
numbers of birds would probably have been missed along other less accessible parts of the coastline. 

Table 11. Common Eider numbers recorded during whole-island wildfowl counts.

Date
Ally

Lough
Church

Bay

Craig-
macagan

Lough

Doon
Bay /
Rue 

Glebe
Lough

Kebble
Lough

Lough-
nanskan

Ushet
Lough

Other
sites Total

22 Jan 0 22 0 16 0 0 0 0 0 38
6 Feb 0 36 0 7 0 0 0 0 2 45
17 Mar 0 75 0 26 0 0 0 0 0 101

19 Sep 0 16 0 19 0 0 0 0 0 34
15 Nov 0 19 0 14 0 0 0 0 0 33

12 Dec 0 22 0 22 0 0 0 0 1 45

 As in previous years, numbers built up from early spring and the highest count recorded was 187 around the south arm of 
the island on 2nd May.

 Breeding season: Eiders bred in numerous locations around the coastline, and ducklings were seen from 30th May.
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17. COMMON SCOTER Melanitta nigra
Uncommon passage migrant offshore
 Autumn passage: With no sightings in the first half of the year, a single drake flying past the Rue on 29th August was the first

record of the year. The only other sighting was 2 female/immature birds flying west past the Rue on 12th November.

18. LONG-TAILED DUCK Clangula hyemalis
Rare visitor
 One was feeding among the Eiders in Church Bay on 28th October. The only other recent records –  in November 2017 and 

November 2019 – were both brief sightings of single birds flying distantly past the Rue.

An unexpectedly close encounter with a Long-tailed Duck, conveniently viewed from the shelter of the Kelp Store.

19. COMMON GOLDENEYE Bucephala clangula
Uncommon winter visitor
 Winter / spring: A female was on Craigmacagan Lough on 1st January, and another or the same female was on Ushet Lough 

on 22nd January.
 Autumn / winter: A drake was on the sea near Doon Bay on 7th October, and a female was on Kebble Lough on 18th 

October. A group of 3 on Ushet Lough on 20th October is the highest count of Goldeneyes in four years of recording, and one
remained there until at least the 23rd. Single female-type birds were seen at Ushet Lough a couple of times in mid-
November, and on 30th December.

Two of the three Common Goldeneyes at Ushet Lough on 20th October.
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20. GOOSANDER (COMMON MERGANSER) Mergus merganser
Rare visitor
This year’s two sightings are the first since two together in January 2018.
 A female or immature bird flew a couple of circuits around Church Bay, landing briefly, before flying off high to the east on 

5th October.
 A drake flew south at sea past the West Light on 28th November.

One moment you’re idly waiting for the ferry, the next a Goosander comes hurtling out of nowhere!

21. RED-BREASTED MERGANSER Mergus serrator
Uncommon visitor, mainly in winter
 Winter / spring: A drake in the harbour on 7th January remained to at least the 15th. It or another drake was present again 

from 6th to 20th February.
 Autumn / winter: A female or immature was at the harbour on 11th October, and again on the 15th (NW). Another or the 

same redhead flew east past the Rue on 20th October. A drake was at the harbour on 30th November (JS) and 1st December,
and it or another drake appeared there on 29th December.

Red-breasted Merganser in the harbour. Could it be the same lone drake that has appeared here occasionally during the last 
three winters?

42



22. COMMON SWIFT Apus apus
Uncommon non-breeding summer visitor
 The first sighting of the year was a lone bird over Brockley on 6th May, followed by 3 over Kinramer on 31st May. There were

records on 4 dates in the second half of June, including 2 on the 18th and 3 on the 25th.
 Autumn passage: A lone bird was seen on 17th July, followed by flocks of 11 and 4 flying south over Kebble on the 21st. A 

flock of 7 at Ally Lough and a lone bird at Brockley on 22nd August were the final sightings of the year.

One of the three Common Swifts surfing the skies over Kinramer on 31st May.

23. COMMON CUCKOO Cuculus canorus
Uncommon passage migrant; breeds at least in some years
 Spring passage / breeding season: It seemed to be a very good spring for Cuckoos on Rathlin, with more sightings than usual 

and several males apparently remaining to hold territory. The first of the year was singing at Kinramer Wood on 17th April, 
the earliest date we have recorded this species on Rathlin. At least one male was heard frequently at Kinramer from 20th to 
26th April, while a separate bird was also at Ballycarry on the 20th. Up to 3 separate males were heard singing on the island 
during the first week of May (AMcF, LMcF), and 2 birds were seen together at Brockley on the 9th. At least one male was 
singing regularly at Kinramer from 21st May to 4th June. With so many sightings throughout the spring it seems highly likely 
that Cuckoos bred on the island this year, although no fresh juveniles were seen in the summer. The only juvenile recorded, 
seen at Kebble and Kinramer on 11th August, was flying strongly and could not be assumed to have fledged locally.

Cuckoo quietly lurking in Kinramer Wood on 24th April.
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– ROCK DOVE Columba livia
Formerly a breeding species, Rock Doves appear no longer to occur on Rathlin in any sort of wild state. We believe all sightings 
of Rock Doves / Feral Pigeons in the last four years have been racing pigeons rather than wild or feral birds and no longer include
the species in the systematic list.

24. STOCK DOVE Columba oenas
Rare visitor
 A single bird was at Kinramer on 6th and 7th March. This is only the fourth record of the species on Rathlin, but it has now 

been recorded in three consecutive years. All three previous records occurred in mid-April.

All of Rathlin’s Stock Dove records have been at Kinramer. This one in 2020 was the first to stay for more than a single day.

25. COMMON WOOD PIGEON Columba palumbus
Uncommon visitor; may breed in some years
 Winter / spring: A lone bird at Kinramer on 8th January was the first sighting since the previous September. A second bird 

joined it later in the month, increasing to 3 in February and 4 by early March. These seemed to remain in Kinramer Wood for 
the rest of the spring. The only record away from this site was a single bird near the harbour on 8th May.

 Breeding season: Despite the small group of birds present at Kinramer throughout the spring, no juveniles were seen and it 
is unknown whether nesting was attempted. There were no records in July, and just a couple of sightings of single birds in the
first half of August.

 Autumn passage: A migrant flock of 25 was flying around Kinramer on 24th October, and 16 there the following day may 
have been part of the same flock. Up to 4 were seen on a few dates in early November, and a flock of 15 flying south over 
Kinramer on the 22nd was the last record of the year.

This flock of 25 Wood Pigeons (one is out of shot) was the greatest number we’ve seen in four years on Rathlin.
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26. EURASIAN COLLARED DOVE Streptopelia decaocto
Uncommon visitor; may breed in some years
 A single bird at Kinramer on 21st March was the first of the year, and remained the only record until other lone birds at 

Kinramer on 19th April and Ushet Lough on 22nd April. There were 2 further lone birds in April, and a couple more in early 
May. One at Kinramer from 21st May to 9th June was joined by a second bird for several days in late May. The last of the 
spring, and indeed of the year, was another single bird on 19th June.

Collared Dove at Kinramer on 21st March.

27. WATER RAIL Rallus aquaticus
Common breeding species present year-round
 Water Rails were frequently heard, although rarely seen, in suitable habitat all over the island throughout the year.

By far the best view we’ve ever had of a Water Rail on Rathlin, rather boldly feeding in a ditch near Ally Lough in January.
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28. CORN CRAKE Crex crex
Rare summer visitor
 A single male held territory on the island this year. First heard on the morning of 3rd May (TMcF et al.), it continued to call 

from the fields inland from Church Bay until early July (LMcF), although it is unknown whether breeding occurred. This is the 
fifth consecutive year that at least one Corn Crake has held territory on the island.

Calls were heard from different points within a relatively large area, but only one male was ever heard during nocturnal 
surveys (LMcF), suggesting it was just a single rather mobile bird. Attempting to pinpoint its location from the calls could be a
very confusing exercise thanks to its remarkable talent for ventriloquism, as well as the sound echoing back off buildings. 

29. COMMON MOORHEN Gallinula chloropus
Uncommon breeding species; present year-round
 Up to 3 were seen regularly at Glebe Lough, and up to 2 at Craigmacagan Lough, throughout the first half of the year, with 

breeding assumed to have occurred at one or both of these sites. At least one was also present at Brockley in May. Through 
the autumn and winter periods, up to 4 were recorded at Glebe Lough.

30. EURASIAN COOT Fulica atra
Common breeding species; present year-round
 Wildfowl count data: Total Coot numbers were relatively consistent throughout the year (Table 12). As in previous years, 

their distribution between the various loughs varied seasonally, including a concentration on Ally Lough in the autumn.

Table 12. Eurasian Coot numbers recorded during whole-island wildfowl counts.

Date
Ally

Lough
Church

Bay

Craigma-
cagan
Lough

Doon
Bay /
Rue 

Glebe
Lough

Kebble
Lough

Lough-
nanskan

Ushet
Lough

Other
sites Total

22 Jan 4 0 5 0 6 3 0 5 0 23
6 Feb 5 0 6 0 7 2 0 4 0 24
17 Mar 4 0 5 0 7 2 0 3 2 23

19 Sep 17 0 0 0 0 4 0 2 0 23
15 Nov 15 0 4 0 1 2 0 3 0 25

12 Dec 12 0 5 0 2 3 0 5 0 27

 Coots were present throughout the year, but apart from the occasional wildfowl counts shown above, little attempt was 
made to record their numbers.

 Breeding season: Pairs nested on the main freshwater loughs, and chicks were seen from 24th May.

31. LITTLE GREBE Tachybaptus ruficollis
Common breeding resident
 Wildfowl count data: Little Grebe numbers remained relatively consistent throughout the year (Table 13), with the biggest 

numbers invariably to be found on Ushet Lough.

Table 13. Little Grebe numbers recorded during whole-island wildfowl counts.

Date
Ally

Lough
Church

Bay

Craig-
macagan

Lough

Doon
Bay /
Rue 

Glebe
Lough

Kebble
Lough

Lough-
nanskan

Ushet
Lough

Other
sites Total

22 Jan 1 0 1 0 0 3 0 13 0 18
6 Feb 2 0 1 0 0 4 1 9 0 17
17 Mar 2 0 3 0 0 2 0 10 1 18

19 Sep 2 0 2 0 0 2 0 15 0 21
15 Nov 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 11 0 14

12 Dec 2 0 1 0 1 3 0 11 0 18

 Breeding season: Little Grebes bred on the freshwater loughs, and chicks were seen from 30th May.
 The only sighting away from the freshwater loughs was a lone bird in the harbour on 28th December.
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32. EURASIAN OYSTERCATCHER Haematopus ostralegus
Common breeding species; present year-round
 Winter / spring: Up to 35 were present in January. There was a substantial influx in February that brought the year’s highest 

counts of 121 around the south arm of the island on the 11th, and 104 in the same area on the 16th. This wave of passage 
birds quickly passed through and counts were back to 40 or fewer throughout March, although this is probably due in part to 
the locally breeding birds dispersing to their nesting sites around the island.

 Breeding season: Pairs nested in many locations on the island. The first mobile chicks were at Kebble Lough on 31st May.
 Autumn / winter: Counts in August and September never exceeded 13 birds, increasing only slightly through the rest of the 

autumn and reaching 18 at the start of November. By late November at least 25 were around the south arm of the island, 
and this number remained steady for the rest of the year.

Part of February’s Eurasian Oystercatcher influx roosting in Mill Bay. The count of 121 on 11th February is the highest number of
Oystercatchers recorded on the island in the last four years.

33. NORTHERN LAPWING Vanellus vanellus
Uncommon visitor
It was another very poor year for this species on Rathlin, with no sign of any breeding attempts and few migrants.
 Winter / spring: A lone bird was at the Rue on 23rd February, and another was near Glebe Lough on 9th March (PB).
 Summer: A flock of 5 at Ushet Lough on 11th July (LMcF) was the highest count of the year.
 Autumn / winter: In October, a single bird was at Knockans on the 14th (JMcF), and 3 were seen around the island the 

following day. A single bird at Ushet Lough on 6th December was the last of the year.

34. EUROPEAN GOLDEN PLOVER Pluvialis apricaria
Uncommon passage migrant
 Spring passage: A lone bird flying over Kinramer on 7th April was the first of the year, followed by a flock of 3 on the 9th and 

further singletons passing overhead on the 10th and 18th. The last of the spring was a single bird at Knockans on 25th May.
 Autumn passage: A single bird flying over Kinramer on 5th August was the first of the autumn, followed by 3 at Kebble on 

the 9th. Later in August, 2 flew south past the West Light on the 21st and another flew over Ballycarry on the 23rd. Single 
birds were recorded flying over the island on 6 dates in September. The only subsequent sightings were a lone bird flying 
over Ushet Lough on 20th October, and another heard over Kinramer after dark on 28th November.
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35. GREY PLOVER Pluvialis squatarola
Rare visitor
This year’s two sightings appear to be just the third and fourth documented records of this species on Rathlin. The previous 
records were in October 1961[4] and May 2019.
 One flew high over the Rue on 5th October, calling repeatedly. 
 A juvenile was roosting with other waders near Doon Bay on 28th November.

36. COMMON RINGED PLOVER Charadrius hiaticula
Present year-round, with a few pairs nesting and more passing through on migration
 Winter: Only a very small number were present early in the year, with 5 on 12th February the highest count until March.
 Spring passage: Up to 11 were counted in March and up to 16 in April. Most spring passage took place during May, peaking 

at 32 birds in Church Bay on the 6th and 29 on the 8th, before dropping throughout the rest of the month. The last double-
figure count of the spring was 11 on 25th May and numbers in June never exceeded 6 birds.

 Breeding season: Nesting attempts occurred in Church Bay, plus a single pair at the Rue, although the outcome of these was 
not determined.

 Autumn passage: Up to 9 in Church Bay during July may have included some early autumn migrants, but the first real influx 
came in early August, with counts of 10 on the 2nd and 15 on the 8th. The highest count of the autumn was 27 on the 19th, 
before numbers dropped again to single figures until another small influx of 13 on the 25th. No more than 4 were recorded 
on any date in September. The species seemed to be virtually absent in October, with the exception of a flock of 8 on the 5th 
and a single bird on the 28th. Unusually, there were no records at all in November or December.

Common Ringed Plover pair at the Rue on 6th February (female on the left, male on the right). This (presumed) same pair has 
taken up territory in this spot during the first week of February for at least three years running. 

37. WHIMBREL Numenius phaeopus
Regular passage migrant in spring and autumn
 Spring passage:  The first sightings of the year were on 10th April, when a single bird was in Church Bay and another was 

seen flying high over the island. Small numbers were seen regularly from 19th April, with numbers reaching 10 on the 25th 
and the year’s highest count of 26 on the 29th (18 in Church Bay and the rest at the southern end of the island). A count of 
10 on 2nd May was the highest of that month, but small numbers continued to be seen throughout.

 Summer: Unusually, a single bird appeared to linger in Church Bay throughout the summer, and accounted for all sightings of
the species in June and July.

 Autumn passage: Sightings of single birds in August may have involved the same summering bird, but a second individual 
was present on the 25th, after which there were no further records.
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One of four Whimbrels at the Rue on 22nd April, with a Common Gull keeping an eye out behind.

38. EURASIAN CURLEW Numenius arquata
Common passage migrant and winter visitor
 Spring / summer: The wintering flock, which contained around 36 birds, appeared to depart from late February. March’s 

peak count was 15 on the 7th, after which just low single figures were seen, although a flock was heard migrating overhead 
after dark on the 23rd. Similarly, in April a flock of 11 migrating on the 10th was the only double-figure count, and no more 
than 4 were seen on any date in the second half of the month.  Up to 3 were seen regularly throughout May, June and July.

 Autumn passage: A small flock on 15th July was the first sign of return passage (LMcF). A flock of up to 21 arrived in early 
August, and appeared to remain on the island thereafter, to some extent masking continued passage of small numbers.

 Autumn / winter: The lingering flock of over 20 remained throughout September, and swelled to a wintering population of 
around 40 from early October. This wintering number is similar to other recent years.

Eurasian Curlew in Church Bay on 19th August.

39. BLACK-TAILED GODWIT Limosa limosa
Uncommon passage migrant
The occurrence of Black-tailed Godwit has varied quite widely in the last four years. 2020’s single record was a very low total, 
although more could easily have been missed during the period of limited coverage during the spring. 
 Spring Passage: A flock of 4 roosting at Ushet Lough on 8th April was the only sighting of the year.
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40. RUDDY TURNSTONE Arenaria interpres
Fairly common passage migrant and winter visitor
 Winter: Up to 10 were present during January and early February, with a small influx from mid-February and a peak count of 

22 on the 23rd. Only single figures were seen in March and up to 11 in April.
 Spring passage: Migration occurred mainly in mid-May, peaking at 28 in Church Bay on the 19th. Just very low single figures 

were seen from late May and through June.
 Autumn passage: Small numbers were seen throughout August, with the first juveniles noted on the 19th. The highest count 

of the month was 8 on the 25th. No more than 3 were seen on any date in September or October.
 Winter: A few extra birds arrived in late November, and up to 11 were present for the rest of the year, mainly along the 

shore between the Rue and Doon Bay.

Ruddy Turnstone about to get wet on the shore of Mill Bay.

41. RED KNOT Calidris canutus
Uncommon passage migrant
 Spring passage: A single bird in Mill Bay on 23rd May was the only spring record.
 Autumn passage: A flock of 10 (5 adults and 5 juveniles) on 19th August was the highest count of the year and the beginning 

of autumn passage, with 3 present the following day. A flock of 8 on the 22nd contained 7 juveniles. A single juvenile was 
seen on several subsequent dates to 6th September, and further singles were recorded on 12th September, 15th October 
(NW) and 1st November. Another late bird was seen on 28th November.

Part of the Red Knot flock in Mill Bay on 22nd August: an adult moulting out of breeding plumage and four fresh juveniles. 
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42. SANDERLING Calidris alba
Regular passage migrant in small numbers
2020 was a relatively poor year for Sanderling sightings, although it is likely that more were missed due to the limited coverage 
of Church Bay during the spring and summer.
 Spring passage: The year’s first sighting was of 3 on 17th May, and the only other spring records were single birds on 25th 

May and 6th June.
 Autumn passage: An adult was in Mill Bay on 20th August. An adult and 6 juveniles were there on 23rd August.

A gang of juvenile Sanderlings stopping off in Mill Bay, fresh from their High Arctic birthplace at least 2,700km away.

43. DUNLIN Calidris alpina
Common passage migrant, most numerous in spring
 Winter: A single bird was in Church Bay on 1st January.
 Spring passage: A lone bird on 11th April was the first of the spring passage, followed by 4 on the 19th, 10 on the 22nd, and 

low numbers for the rest of the month. A big influx in early May brought the year’s highest count of 86 on the 6th. Numbers 
fluctuated over the following days as birds moved through, but other notable counts included 77 on the 16th, 55 on the 17th 
and 34 on the 19th, after which just single figures were recorded. June’s highest count was 8 on the 6th, and a single bird on 
the 13th was the last of the spring.

 Autumn passage: The first 4 autumn birds were seen on 27th July, with similar small numbers regularly to mid-August. The 
first higher count was 13 on 19th August, followed by 18 on the 22nd and the autumn’s peak of 28 on the 23rd. Only very 
small numbers were seen in the first half of September, but up to 15 were present on the 19th and 20th and up to 8 still in 
early October, after which the only sightings were single birds on 16th October and 1st November.

Dunlin dressed up in its best pin stripes and cummerbund.

51



44. PURPLE SANDPIPER Calidris maritima
Uncommon visitor
Despite the seemingly ideal habitat on Rathlin’s rocky shores, Purple Sandpipers have been surprisingly scarce in the last few 
years. 2020 was a much better year for sightings of this species though, with small numbers recorded frequently throughout the 
early and late parts of the year, and some bigger flocks than in previous seasons.
 Winter / spring: A single bird was at the Rue on 15th January (TMcD) and again on 11th February, and 2 were in Mill Bay on 

16th February. A flock of at least 23 near the Rue on 23rd February was easily the biggest flock recorded on the island in the 
last few years. The species was seen several more times at the Rue, including 9 on 17th March and 5 on 3rd April, perhaps 
suggesting that a small flock was resident in that part of the island during the early spring. There were no further sightings 
until a single late bird in breeding plumage on 16th May.

 Autumn / winter: The first autumn sighting was at the Rue on 11th October (SR). There were no further records until 5 at the
Rue on 12th November, and up to 6 were seen regularly in that area for the rest of the year, as well as occasional birds 
roosting at the harbour. A single bird was observed from the ferry flying out in the middle of the Rathlin Sound on 27th 
November.

Purple Sandpiper clinging on to the very edge of Rathlin.

45. EURASIAN WOODCOCK Scolopax rusticola
Fairly common, though very secretive, winter visitor and passage migrant
 Winter / spring: Single birds were recorded on 6 dates at Kebble and Kinramer from the start of the year to 7th March. A 

freshly predated bird found on 15th March was the last of the spring.
 Autumn / winter: The first of the autumn was at Kinramer on 16th October, followed by another at Kebble the next day. 

Single birds were recorded on three dates in November. In December, 2 were at Kebble on the 5th, and three further 
sightings of single birds included a freshly dead specimen at Kinramer on the 18th, which had probably collided with power 
lines (JS, JMcF).

46. JACK SNIPE Lymnocryptes minimus
Rarely recorded, but highly secretive and presumably overlooked, passage migrant and winter visitor
With only two records in the previous three years combined, 2020’s total of five Jack Snipe sightings was much greater than 
usual, although the species is hard to find and almost certainly more common than the records suggest.
 Winter / spring: One was seen by car headlights at Kebble after dark on 7th March. Remarkably, this bird was feeding in a 

roadside puddle alongside a Common Snipe and a Woodcock, giving a rare opportunity to see all three species together.
 Autumn / winter: Single birds were flushed near Ushet Lough on 25th October and from the roadside near Kebble on 29th 

October. One was near the north cliffs at Kinramer on 22nd November (JS). Another was seen at Kinramer after dark on 11th 
December.
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47. COMMON SNIPE Gallinago gallinago
Common breeding species; present throughout the year
 Snipe were seen commonly throughout the year, although their secretive nature and broad distribution across the island 

meant that no meaningful counts were obtained. A flock of 12 was flying around over Kinramer on 18th September following
disturbance, and 7 were at Ushet Lough the next day.

 Breeding season: Displaying birds were seen and heard from around the beginning of March, and breeding presumably 
occurred in many areas of the island. An adult was seen with chicks at Brockley in early June (LMcF).

48. COMMON SANDPIPER Actitis hypoleucos
Fairly common passage migrant in spring and autumn
 Spring passage: The year’s first sighting was 2 birds in Church Bay on 16th April. Sightings on 4 more dates in April included a 

high count of 7 on the 25th. Observations of up to 2 birds in early May included the last of the spring on the 12th.
 Autumn passage: A lone bird on 1st July was the only autumn migrant until 2 on 2nd August. Single birds were seen on 5 

more dates in August, including the last of the year heard flying over Kinramer after dark on the 23rd.

Common Sandpiper in Mill Bay on 19th April. On this day two birds were repeatedly chasing each other back and forth along the
shoreline, providing superb views of this usually skittish species.

49. COMMON REDSHANK Tringa totanus
Common passage migrant and winter visitor.
 Winter / spring: Numbers were below 20 in January and February, increasing slightly in March which had counts of up to 26. 

A count of 17 on 8th April was the highest in that month, soon dropping to low single figures, and a single bird on 2nd May 
was the last record of the spring.

 Autumn / winter: A single early bird was seen on 1st July, and up to 3 were seen from 11th July to the end of the month. 
Only single figures were recorded in the first half of August, but a flock of 43 appeared in Church Bay on the 19th. This was 
the highest count of the year and included over 30 juveniles. The flock had moved on by the next day, and counts never 
exceeded 7 for the rest of August. September’s highest count was just 2 birds, and there was little change until an influx in 
the second half of October, which reached 30 by the month’s end and remained around that level for the rest of the year.

50. COMMON GREENSHANK Tringa nebularia
Uncommon passage migrant
 Spring passage: A single bird was in Church Bay on 11th April, and it or another was there again on the 16th.
 Autumn passage: One in Church Bay on 18th July was the only record.
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51. BLACK-LEGGED KITTIWAKE Rissa tridactyla
Abundant breeding species; common offshore throughout the year. The last complete census of Rathlin’s breeding Kittiwakes, 
undertaken in June 2011, recorded 7,922 occupied nests[1].
 Winter: The large numbers present around the island throughout the early part of the winter had gone by late January and 

only very small numbers were seen offshore.
 Pre-breeding visits to nesting colony: The first sign of birds returning to the colony was on 8th March, when around 400 

were rafting close to the shore near the West Light. Kittiwakes were a common sight at the colony thereafter.
 Breeding season: 

- The first Kittiwake egg was seen on 22nd May, with many more appearing in the following days. The first hatched chicks
were seen on 18th June, and fledged youngsters were noted from 25th July.

- Productivity: A sample plot of 117 nests was monitored at the West Light. Productivity in this plot was 1.2 chicks 
fledging per nest, which is a very encouraging figure and even higher than the 1.1 chicks per nest recorded in 2019. 
Interestingly though, and despite the high overall productivity, none of the recorded nests succeeded in raising three 
chicks this year. More detail of this year’s Kittiwake productivity is given in Table 14, below.

- Of the 23 nests that failed, 9 had eggs that failed during incubation. 12 succeeded in hatching at least one chick, but 
these died before fledging age. 2 further pairs that failed during incubation laid a replacement egg but, although both 
of these hatched, the chicks died before fledging age. 

 Summer: As in previous years, a flock of mostly immature birds regularly roosted on the rocks around the Rue in June and 
July, although the highest number seen there this year was only 50.

 Autumn / winter: In contrast to the very large number present in Rathlin Sound throughout the autumn of 2019, numbers 
around the island this year were strikingly low after the end of the breeding season. Only very small numbers were seen in 
September and most of October, although there was a noticeable increase in late October. Although feeding flocks of many 
hundreds were present at this time, they were mostly concentrated too far from land to observe properly. The exception 
was on 30th October when large numbers of gulls were feeding in and around the entrance to Rathlin’s harbour, including at 
least 700 Kittiwakes. Only small numbers were seen in November and December, mostly feeding distantly offshore.

Table 14. Results of Black-legged Kittiwake nest
monitoring at the West Light in 2020.

Number of nests monitored 117

Failed nests 23 (19.7%)

Nests fledging 1 chick 49 (41.8%)

Nests fledging 2 chicks 45 (38.5%)

Nests fledging 3 chicks 0 (0%)

Productivity 1.2

Two broods of Black-legged Kittiwake chicks almost ready to fledge near the West Light.
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52. SABINE'S GULL Xema sabini
Scarce autumn passage migrant
Although scarce, Sabine’s Gull has now been recorded in each of the last four years: once in 2017 and 2018, four times in 2019, 
and twice in 2020.
 A juvenile was seen off the Rue on 5th September.
 An adult was seen from the Rathlin ferry on 16th October (CG).

53. BLACK-HEADED GULL Chroicocephalus ridibundus
Common breeding species and very common autumn passage migrant; much less common in winter
 Winter / spring: Numbers in January were generally low, but at least 70 were in Mill Bay during very strong wind on the 7th. 

The species was virtually absent in February. 
 Breeding season: 2020 was a complete failure for Rathlin’s breeding population of Black-headed Gulls. Small numbers began 

to appear at the regular Kebble Lough breeding site from mid-March, reaching up to 25 birds by the month’s end. They didn’t
seem to settle, however, and the site was quickly abandoned. From mid-May a few birds began a late nesting attempt at 
Doon Bay and the Rue, with 40 adults present at the former site by the end of the month. Several pairs made nests and laid 
eggs but, as far as we know, none got as far as hatching.

 Autumn / winter: Only tiny numbers were seen throughout August and most of September, increasing a little at the end of 
the month and continuing to increase in October. Counts of 50 or more were made around Church Bay on several dates in 
October, and at least 200 were feeding around the harbour entrance on the 30th. November’s highest count was 75 in 
Church Bay on the 12th, and no gatherings of more than 30 were recorded in early December, dwindling to just low single 
figures at the year’s end.

54. LITTLE GULL Hydrocoloeus minutus
Scarce visitor
After a blank 2019 for this species, there were two records this year:
 A juvenile feeding among the Kittiwakes in Rathlin Sound on 30th and 31st August was the first record since December 2018.
 A 1CY bird was with Kittiwakes off the Rue on 16th November.

55. MEDITERRANEAN GULL Ichthyaetus melanocephalus
Scarce visitor
In the four years we have been recording Rathlin’s birdlife, there have now been 12 records of Mediterranean Gull. These 
sightings have been spread across all seasons, with at least one record in every month except February and March.
 A 3CY bird was seen around Church Bay on 5th and 15th January.
 An adult was among Kittiwakes feeding off the Rue on 16th November.

3CY Mediterranean Gull flanked by two 2CY Common Gulls in Mill Bay on 15th January.
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56. COMMON GULL (MEW GULL) Larus canus
Common breeding species; present year-round
 Winter / spring: Up to 70 were sometimes gathered in Mill Bay during January and February, but the largest numbers came 

from the nightly gull roost site near Doon Bay where up to 170 were counted in early February.
 Breeding season: A few were back at nesting sites at the Rue, Doon Bay and Ushet Lough by 8th March (and probably in the 

previous few days too). Some nests had eggs by 2nd May, but the majority of sites seemed to be abandoned later in the 
month. It appeared that only a couple of nests fledged any chicks at the Rue and Doon Bay, but the colonies further north on 
the east side of the island may have been slightly more successful. Altogether, it seems unlikely that the number of chicks 
fledged on the island this year would have been much higher than 20.

 Autumn / winter: Only very small numbers were seen in late summer and early autumn, with 25 in Church Bay on 28th 
September the highest count of the month. Higher numbers were regularly roosting around Church Bay throughout October,
reaching triple figures on some dates around the end of the month. Although the species was recorded throughout 
November and December, no gatherings greater than 15 were noted.

 Colour-ringing project: Since 2017, Gareth Platt has been conducting a colour-ringing project on Rathlin’s Common Gulls. 
Birds are given a blue plastic ring inscribed in white with a four-digit alphanumeric code, as well as a standard metal ring. 
Over the three seasons from 2017 to 2019, 165 chicks had been colour-ringed on the island. In 2020, a combination of 
restricted travel to the island during the COVID-19 lockdown and the birds’ very poor breeding season meant that just 9 
more chicks were ringed this year (per GP).

57. GREAT BLACK-BACKED GULL Larus marinus
Common year-round, nesting in low numbers
 Winter / spring: In January and February, up to 35 roosted each night at Doon Bay, but the biggest gathering was 70 at 

Kebble Lough on 20th February. March’s highest count was 40 at Ushet Lough on the 13th, after which only much smaller 
numbers were recorded.

 Breeding season: Pairs nested at scattered sites around the coast.
 Autumn / winter: A small influx was apparent around 22nd September when 50 roosted at Kebble Lough. Similar numbers 

were regularly counted throughout October, with a peak of 64 at Kebble on the 18th. The biggest gathering noted in 
November was 40 at Doon Bay on the 22nd, and December’s peak count was 42 at Kebble on the 9th.

 Colour-ringed bird: A juvenile with a yellow ring coded B:401 was around Church Bay from 23rd to 29th August. It had been 
ringed earlier in the summer on Inishtrahull, County Donegal (per Kendrew Colhoun).

This Colour-ringed juvenile Great Black-backed Gull, originating from Inishtrahull, visited the island in late August.
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58. GLAUCOUS GULL Larus hyperboreus
Scarce winter visitor
Glaucous Gull has been recorded in each of the last four years. With at least two different birds seen, 2020 was similar to 2017 
and 2019, but well behind the estimated seven individuals recorded in 2018.
 Winter / spring:

-   A 2CY bird roosted at Doon Bay on 24th January, and what looked like same bird was there again on 5th February.
-   A moribund 2CY bird was found found on 29th March (LMcF, AMcF) and taken into care, but it died later that day.

A most unexpected home delivery. A Glaucous Gull would usually be a fearsome beast in the hand, but this poor soul was found 
very weak and unwell.

– Glaucous Gull X Herring Gull hybrid
 A 3CY bird was roosting near the harbour on 8th February.

Glaucous Gull X Herring Gull with Common Gulls. This 3CY hybrid appeared in Church Bay almost precisely a year after a 2CY 
hybrid had been seen in the same place on 9th February 2019. Coincidence, or a returning visitor?
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59. ICELAND GULL Larus glaucoides
Scarce winter visitor
It was a relatively good year for Iceland Gulls, although it is difficult to say whether the November and December records 
represent a passage of several birds or just a couple of individuals that were seen multiple times. Either way, more Iceland Gulls 
were recorded in 2020 than in any of the previous three years of recording.
 Winter / spring:

-  A 2CY was at Ushet Lough on 6th January.
-  Another 2CY was at Ushet Lough on 11th April.

 Autumn / winter:
-  A juvenile flew past Church Bay on 28th October, and it or another was there on 5th November (LMcF).
-  Two immature (probably 1CY) birds were feeding with many Herring Gulls on the shore at Doon Bay on 16th November.
-  Another, or one of the same birds again, was at Church Bay in the last week of November (LMcF), and off the west end of   
 the island on 30th November (LMcF).

-  A 1CY was among large numbers of Herring Gulls at Doon Bay on 19th December.

Snowy white 1CY Iceland Gull foraging among Herring Gulls of various ages on 19th December.

60. EUROPEAN HERRING GULL Larus argentatus
Common breeding species; present year-round
 Winter / spring: By far the highest counts in the early part of the year were at the nightly gull roost at Doon Bay, including a 

peak count of 260 on 26th January. Gatherings were much smaller from March onwards as birds returned to their nesting 
colonies.

 Breeding season: Small numbers nested at the usual sites, although no thorough counts were made.
 Autumn / winter: Numbers in autumn were low until a sharp increase in the last week of October, with at least 180 counted 

on the 30th. Relatively high numbers continued throughout November, with a high concentration of birds on the south-east 
coast of the island which peaked at 370 on the 22nd. Counts in December were generally lower, but there was a big influx on
the 19th when at least 400 were feeding along the shore near Doon Bay.
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61. LESSER BLACK-BACKED GULL Larus fuscus
Common breeding summer visitor and passage migrant
 Spring arrivals: The first of the year was an adult at Kebble Lough on 20th February. By 10th March, more than 70 were 

present at the Lack Point nesting colony. 
 Breeding season: Nesting colonies were present in the usual areas, although no thorough counts were made.
 Autumn: Post-breeding season sightings dwindled particularly early this year. By September only very small numbers were 

seen, and there were no sightings at all beyond mid-month.

Adult Lesser Black-backed Gull, accompanied by Common Gull and Herring Gull in Rathlin harbour.

62. SANDWICH TERN Thalasseus sandvicensis
Fairly common non-breeding summer visitor and autumn passage migrant
 Spring / summer: There were only 4 records in spring, although more were probably missed due to limited coverage of the 

lower end of the island. The first was reported in Church Bay on 21st April (KB), followed by 2 on 25th April, 2 at the Rue on 
16th May, and a single bird on 19th May.

 Autumn passage: 2 were at Church Bay on 25th August. A lone bird off the Rue on 12th September was the final sighting of 
the year.

63. COMMON TERN Sterna hirundo
Rarely recorded, but probably overlooked, autumn passage migrant
 Autumn passage: 2 adults feeding off the West Light on 18th August were the only Common Terns seen well enough to 

identify them (see ‘Commic Tern’, below).

64. ARCTIC TERN Sterna paradisaea
Fairly common offshore autumn passage migrant
 Autumn passage: Up to 3 were seen from the West Light on 17th and 18th August. The only other confirmed records were 2 

off the Rue on 22nd August and a lone bird there on 12th September.
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– 'Commic Tern'
Most Arctic / Common Terns seen from Rathlin are passing by or feeding very distantly out at sea, often beyond identifiable 
range. These distant birds are recorded as unidentified 'commic' terns.
 Autumn passage: Small numbers of unidentifiably distant terns were seen regularly offshore from 20th to 30th August, 

including 6 off the Rue on the 22nd.

65. GREAT SKUA Stercorarius skua
Rare breeding species, with a single pair nesting annually since 2010[1]; fairly common autumn passage migrant offshore
 Spring arrival and breeding season: A pair was back at the usual nesting site at Kebble on 30th March and remained in the 

area from then on. A nesting attempt was made, but this appeared to fail at an early stage and, although the adults remained
on territory for the rest of the summer, they did not continue to aggressively defend their nesting area.
- As in previous years, a small number of additional birds were present during the breeding season. This included up to 3 

which appeared to be taking up territory near Ballycarry in late April and early May, although they didn’t remain later 
into the spring. In addition to the nesting pair, up to 4 other birds were occasionally present at Kebble in June and July.

 Autumn passage: The first definite sign of passage was 2 heading south at sea on 21st August. Small numbers continued to 
be seen offshore until mid-September, with a high count of 6 on 5th September. The only later sightings were single birds 
seen from the Rue on 20th October, 12th November and 16th November.

Show of force: Great Skuas posturing on their territory at Kebble.

66. POMARINE SKUA (POMARINE JAEGER) Stercorarius pomarinus
Scarce passage migrant, usually in autumn
After a blank year in 2017 (perhaps due to limited coverage in autumn that year), Pomarine Skua has been slightly more than 
annual, with two records in 2018, one in 2019, and two in 2020.
 Autumn passage:

-  An adult flew past the Rue on 22nd August.
-  Another adult was off the Rue on 20th October.

67. ARCTIC SKUA (PARASITIC JAEGER) Stercorarius parasiticus
Fairly common autumn passage migrant
 Autumn passage: With no spring or summer records this year, the first sighting was not until 22nd August when 2 were seen 

from the Rue. Relatively little seabird passage observation was carried out this year, but occasional Arctic Skuas continued to 
be seen offshore in late August, September and early October.
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68. COMMON GUILLEMOT (COMMON MURRE) Uria aalge
Abundant breeding species; common offshore throughout the year. The last complete census of Rathlin’s Common Guillemots, 
undertaken in June 2011, recorded 130,445 adult birds in the nesting colony[1].
 Winter: Small numbers were seen offshore throughout the early part of the year, with sporadic visits to nesting sites from 

the start of the year (see below).
 Pre-breeding visits to nesting colony:

- Prior to egg-laying in mid-May, we visited the Common Guillemot colony at the West Light almost every day from the 
start of the year and recorded when birds were present on the cliffs. On many dates there were no birds at all, but on 
days when Common Guillemots were present we attempted to estimate their number. These daily counts, given as an 
estimated percentage of the total breeding population, are shown in Figure 3, along with the daily count data from 2019 
for comparison.

- The earliest appearance of birds on nesting ledges was so early it was before the year even began, with about 60 present
on the cliffs on 31st December 2019. None were seen ashore again until 45 birds on 10th January. The first arrival in 
larger numbers began with 350 on 18th January, gradually increasing to 10,000 by the 23rd, before decreasing again to 
an empty colony by the 25th. From then on there were sporadic but short-lived mass arrivals until egg-laying (and 
permanent residence at the colony) began in early May. On many of these early visits, the birds only remained at the 
colony for a short time, often departing again by the afternoon. The last date on which the colony was completely empty
was 29th April, although it was briefly almost empty again on 5th May.

 Breeding season:
- The first egg of the season was found predated on 3rd May. The first chick was seen on 10th June, and the first few 

‘jumplings’ were seen leaving the colony on 2nd July. The nesting colony was virtually empty by the start of August.
- Productivity: A sample plot of 24 nest sites was monitored at the West Light. Of these, 18 appeared to successfully 

fledge their chick, giving a productivity value of 0.75 chicks per nest.
 Autumn / winter: Numbers seen offshore throughout the autumn and early winter were very low. Although there were large

movements of auks in September and October, Common Guillemots were were greatly outnumbered by Razorbills and made
up only a small proportion of the birds.

 
Figure 3. Estimated percentage of Common Guillemots present in the colony from 1st January to 15th May in 2019 and 2020.  
Numbers are based on daily morning counts from near the West Light. Arrows mark dates when just a very small number were 
present (too small to be visible on the graph at this scale). As late as early May, there were days when the colony was empty. 
From mid-May the colony remained more or less full until fledging began in July. 
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This year we were excited to manage close views of a pair of Common Guillemots at the moment of egg-laying: here the female 
braces herself in the ‘phoenix position’ before delivering her egg with considerable effort.

69. RAZORBILL Alca torda
Abundant breeding species; common offshore throughout the year. The last complete census of Rathlin’s breeding Razorbills, 
undertaken in June 2011, recorded 22,975 adults in the nesting colony[1].
 Winter: Small numbers were present offshore throughout the early part of the year.
 Pre-breeding visits to nesting colony: None were seen ashore during the arrivals of Common Guillemots in January, but from

February onwards Razorbills came and went roughly (although not exactly) in synchrony with their cousins.
 Breeding Season: 

- The first Razorbill egg of the season was found predated on 3rd May. By 18th June, numerous chicks had hatched, some
of which already looked to be about a week old. The first couple of ‘jumplings’ were seen fledging from the colony on 
2nd July. Almost all Razorbills had left the colony by the beginning of August.

- Productivity: A sample of 34 apparent nest sites were monitored at the West Light, 25 of which had eggs laid in them. 
Of these 25 active nests, 17 successfully fledged a chick, giving a productivity value of 0.68 chicks per nest. One of these
initially failed during incubation, but the pair laid a replacement egg that was successful.

- Of the 8 nests that failed, 7 failed during incubation, including a pair that then laid a replacement egg which also failed. 
One appeared to lose their chick during storms in the second week after hatching.

- Very unusually, a pair of Razorbills was observed to be raising two chicks for more than a week before one of them 
disappeared, leaving the remaining chick to successfully fledge (more details on page 29).

- A distinctive adult Razorbill with aberrantly pale plumage was seen on the north cliffs on 14th June (photo on page 32).
 Autumn / winter: Variable numbers were seen offshore throughout the autumn. The only big movement noted in 

September was on the 5th, when several hundred passed the Rue during the morning. For the rest of the year, mainly small 
numbers were present offshore, but some much higher counts were made in early November. The biggest of these 
movements was a count of 1,030 passing east through Rathlin Sound during just 10 minutes of counting on 1st November, 
equivalent to a passage of more than 6,000 Razorbills per hour.

Incubating Razorbill pair, plus a hanger-on and a Kittiwake nesting next door.
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70. BLACK GUILLEMOT Cepphus grille
Common breeding species; present year-round
Although Black Guillemots were seen around Rathlin throughout the year, only small numbers were recorded outside the 
breeding season, usually on the water around Church Bay and the south arm of the island. 
 Breeding season: 80 adults were counted on the water below the main colony on 19th March. This is earlier than the 

recommended survey period for this species, but the number recorded is similar to counts made in the previous couple of 
breeding seasons.

 Autumn / winter: The species is particularly scarce around Rathlin in the autumn, and the only sighting in September or 
October was a lone bird off the Rue on 5th September. Small numbers were present again from November onwards.

71. ATLANTIC PUFFIN Fratercula arctica
Common breeding summer visitor. The last complete census of Rathlin’s breeding Puffins, undertaken in June 2011, recorded 
695 occupied burrows[6].
 Pre-breeding visits to nesting colony: At least 2 present at the West Light colony on 26th March were the first of the year, 

and a couple were also present the following day. 10 on 8th April was the first double-figure count, and 140 were there 
during a bigger arrival on 24th April.

 Breeding season: The first sign of hatched chicks was an adult bringing fish to the colony on 10th June, although it wasn’t 
clear whether it actually delivered its beakful into a burrow. It was not possible to collect productivity data for Puffins, but 
observations of chick-feeding activity, and of well-grown ‘pufflings’ venturing out of their burrows, were similar to (or 
perhaps even more frequent than) the previous couple of seasons, suggesting that at least some of the birds viewable from 
the West Light were successful.

 The highest count of adult Puffins was 316 visible from the West Light on 12th July. By 3rd August, no birds were apparent in 
the colony, although 20 or more were still rafting just offshore. A single late bird flying in with fish on 6th August was the last 
sighting of the year.

72. RED-THROATED DIVER (RED-THROATED LOON) Gavia stellata
Uncommon passage migrant and winter visitor offshore
 Winter / spring: Single birds were seen on 27th March and 8th April.
 Autumn / winter: Lone birds were seen off the Rue on 7th and 25th October.

73. GREAT NORTHERN DIVER (COMMON LOON) Gavia immer
Fairly common passage migrant and winter visitor offshore
 Winter / spring: Occasional single birds were seen offshore from the start of the year to early spring. The last of the spring 

was on 8th April.
 Autumn / winter: The first autumn record was a single bird off the Rue on 7th October, followed by 2 on the 20th and 

another single at the harbour on 31st October (JMcF). Further lone birds were seen once in November, and on three dates in 
December.

Most of our Great Northern Diver sightings are birds fishing distantly off Church Bay, or flying past the island at sea. This adult 
bobbed up closer than usual near the harbour.
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74. EUROPEAN STORM PETREL Hydrobates pelagicus
Common offshore but rarely seen from land
 At least 5 were seen from the Rue on 22nd August.
 One was seen from the Rathlin Ferry on 9th October (WF).

75. LEACH’S STORM PETREL Oceanodroma leucorhoa
Scarce offshore passage migrant in autumn
 Autumn passage: At least 2 were seen from the Rue on 5th September, flying west into Rathlin Sound. These are the first to 

be seen from Rathlin since a single bird in 2017.

76. NORTHERN FULMAR Fulmarus glacialis
Common breeding species. The last complete census of Rathlin’s breeding Fulmars, undertaken in June 2011, recorded 1,518 
occupied nest sites[7].
 Many Fulmars had been back at the colony since the previous December, and the species was present in varying numbers 

throughout the early part of the year. 
 Breeding season: 

– The season’s first Fulmar egg was seen being incubated on 16th May, and several chicks were visible on 9th July. Fledging 
had begun by 24th August and few Fulmars remained by the start of September.

– Productivity: It was another very poor breeding season for Fulmars, at least among the birds nesting in view from the 
West Light. From a sample of 23 apparently occupied nest sites, only 7 chicks successfully fledged, giving a low 
productivity value of 0.3 chicks per nest. One of the failed nests lost their chick at around 3 weeks of age, while the rest 
probably failed during the incubation stage. Numerous other sites were occupied at times but were probably never laid 
in, and these are not included in the productivity figures.

 Autumn passage: Very little passage was observed, although small numbers would easily have been undetected while local 
nesters remained around the island. A sighting of 2 off the Rue on 12th September was the final record of the autumn. 

 Return to colony: Dozens had appeared back at the colony on 26th November, and Fulmars were present in varying numbers
on most days for the rest of the year.

Northern Fulmar sailing through a rainbow on 19th March.

64



77. SOOTY SHEARWATER Ardenna grisea
Uncommon to fairly common offshore passage migrant in autumn
The number of Sooty Shearwater sightings has varied greatly over the last four years. The best year was 2018, which had records
on 13 dates including counts of up to 21 birds. With just a single record, 2020 was the poorest of the four years.
 Autumn passage: A single bird seen off the West Light on 21st August was the only sighting of the year.

78. MANX SHEARWATER Puffinus puffinus
Common offshore during the nesting season and the autumn passage period; presumed extinct as a breeding species
 Spring / summer: The first of the year was off the West Light on 24th March. Small numbers were noted offshore 

occasionally in April and throughout the rest of spring. 
 Breeding season: Birds were heard calling at night on 9th May and again on 20th May (LMcF). Although the species is 

presumed extinct as a breeding species on Rathlin, it is possible that a few still nest in isolated parts of the island.
 Autumn passage: With no big movements at all noted this year, the biggest day for Manx Shearwaters was 17th August 

when a few hundred were feeding off the West Light. After early September, only very small numbers were seen, including 
single late birds on 20th and 26th October.

79. NORTHERN GANNET Morus bassanus
Common offshore for most of the year; the nearest breeding site is Ailsa Craig, 40 miles away
 Just very small numbers were seen offshore during the early part of the year, increasing in frequency and becoming a 

common sight from late March.
 Autumn passage: Numbers offshore never reached the impressive concentrations that were feeding around the island in the 

autumn of 2019, but smaller numbers were invariably present. At least 200 were off the Rue on 20th October.
 Following very windy weather, a couple of exhausted juveniles were grounded around Church Bay on 1st November. Both 

eventually took flight, although their subsequent fate is unknown.

Storm-blown juvenile Northern Gannets in Church Bay on 1st November.
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80. EUROPEAN SHAG Phalacrocorax aristotelis
Common breeding species; present year-round
Shags were common around the coast of the island all year, nesting in the regular locations. 
 Outside of the nesting season, the highest concentration of birds recorded was 40 in Church Bay on 15th August.
 A bird with aberrant plumage was seen at Roonivoolin on 8th August (see page 32).

A pair of European Shags at their nest site on 19th April.

81. GREAT CORMORANT Phalacrocorax carbo
Present in small numbers throughout the year; no breeding records in recent times
A few birds were present throughout the year, mainly around the south arm of the island from Church Bay to Doon Bay, but also
occasionally on the freshwater loughs. The highest count was 6 at Mill Bay on 11th October.

82. GREY HERON Ardea cinerea
Breeding and present year-round in small numbers
Up to 4 were seen around the south arm of the island throughout the year. At least one pair appeared to be nesting at the usual 
site. Up to 4 at Kebble in July and August were presumably migrants.

83. EURASIAN SPARROWHAWK Accipiter nisus
Present year-round, breeding in a couple of locations, and fairly common passage migrant
Sparrowhawks were seen commonly throughout the year, with most sightings probably involving the small breeding population. 
Occasional sightings away from their usual haunts, particularly in late April and October, were probably migrants.
 Breeding season: A pair bred successfully near the harbour. At least two pairs nested in the Kinramer Wood, with calls from 

chicks heard from two sites there.
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84. WESTERN MARSH HARRIER Circus aeruginosus
Rare migrant; just about annual in recent years
 A moulting 2CY female was present from 25th May to at least 5th August, seen mainly at Kebble but occasionally touring 

widely around the island during its long stay. A bird seen at Brockley on 30th June appeared to be a different individual 
(LMcF).

Marsh Harrier at Kebble Lough, trying to stay out of the way of the Great Skuas.

85. HEN HARRIER Circus cyaneus
Uncommon visitor
 Winter: An adult male was at Kebble on 3rd January.
 Spring: A ringtail was at Knockans on 23rd April. In May, a ringtail was at Kebble on the 3rd and an adult male was at 

Knockans on the 25th.
 Autumn / winter: The first autumn bird was at Kebble on 30th July. There were no more sightings until 27th September 

when 2 juvenile females were present, one of which was seen again the next day. A male was at Kinramer on 1st October, 
and another male there on 7th October. The only further sighting was a male at Brockley on 22nd December.

This stunning Hen Harrier suddenly appearing alongside the car at Brockley required an emergency stop!
An unusually high proportion of this year’s Hen Harrier sightings involved adult or near-adult males.
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86. RED KITE Milvus milvus
Scarce visitor; annual in recent years
Including a minimum of two birds in 2020, there have now been at least seven records of Red Kite in the last three years. All 
have been in spring, with the exception of one in August and another in October 2018.
 A 2CY bird was seen near the East Light on 22nd March (TMcD), and again on the 24th (AMcF). Either the same or a different 

2CY bird was seen at the west end of the island on 7th and 8th April.
 Another 2CY bird was high over the East Light on 25th May, before drifting away to the east.

Red Kite soaring over Kebble on 7th April.

87. WHITE-TAILED EAGLE Haliaeetus albicilla
Rare visitor; just about annual in recent years
 A 1CY was seen around the west arm of the island on 29th September (MG et al.) and almost daily until 6th October. A 

number of other reports of eagles around this time (UB, SG et al.) may have involved this same bird. What appeared to be 
the same eagle was reported in the Antrim Hills on 11th October, but further reports of eagles on Rathlin later in the month 
may have been the same bird returning to the island once again (CG, JS et al.).

White-tailed Eagle powering through the skies over Kinramer in view of the Rue and Fair Head – a truly majestic sight!
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88. COMMON BUZZARD Buteo buteo
Common breeding resident
Buzzards were seen very commonly all over the island throughout the year, and the resident birds would probably have masked 
any signs of migration.
 Breeding season: Buzzards nested in many parts of the island, and fledged juveniles were seen from July. An attempt to 

locate nest sites of the island’s Buzzards found at least 10 breeding pairs, although it could have been as many as 12. This 
matches the number of pairs estimated in other recent years (per JW), and is a high population for such a small land area. 
The population density is equivalent to approximately 0.7–0.9 pairs per square kilometre of land area, or (since all confirmed 
nest sites have been on the sea cliffs) 0.3–0.4 pairs per kilometre of coast.

Kinramer Common Buzzard on one of its regular observation posts.

89. LONG-EARED OWL Asio otus
Secretive breeding species, present in small numbers throughout the year
Successful nesting seemed to have occurred in at least two locations on the island. There were very few sightings outside of the 
nesting season this year.

90. SHORT-EARED OWL Asio flammeus
Scarce visitor
Three records in 2020 seems to be a good showing for this species on Rathlin, and equals the three sightings in 2019. Before 
that, there were two records in 2018 and a blank year in 2017.
 One was near Brockley on 5th September.
 Another was in the same area on 4th October (LMcF).
 One flew over Kinramer on 29th October.

91. GREAT SPOTTED WOODPECKER Dendrocopos major
Vagrant
 Probably the most bizarre bird encounter of the year! On 2nd October, one was heard then located briefly in a tiny isolated 

stand of trees near Ushet Lough, before seemingly evaporating without a trace. This is only the second record of the species 
on Rathlin, following one on 7th May 2018.
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92. COMMON KESTREL Falco tinnunculus
Fairly common visitor
2020’s Kestrel records followed a similar pattern to previous years. Sightings were scattered throughout the year, with a distinct 
peak in the autumn.
 Winter / spring: In January, single birds were at Brockley on the 3rd (JS, JMcF) and at the Rue on the 15th (TMcD). The only 

spring sightings were at Kebble on 11th and 20th March, and on 3rd May.
 Autumn passage: Single birds were seen at Kebble on 12th and 14th July, and another was at Knockans on the 29th. There 

were just 2 sightings in August, and the species was recorded on 5 days in September, including 2 birds on the 19th. October 
was the best month of the year for Kestrels. There were sightings on 7 dates, probably involving at least 5 individuals, 
including one at Brockley (VM) that stayed for over ten days, and 2 separate birds on the 2nd and the 16th.

 Winter: There were a couple of sightings in November, and at least one bird was present near the harbour throughout 
December.

93. MERLIN Falco columbarius
Uncommon passage migrant and scarce winter visitor
As in previous years, most of the Merlins in 2020 were in autumn, and particularly in October which seems to be the best month 
for this species on Rathlin. 
 Winter: One at Kinramer on 3rd January (LMcF) was the only winter sighting.
 Spring:  One was at Kinramer on 23rd March. An adult male was at Ushet Lough on 11th April.
 Autumn / winter: The first of the autumn was hunting at the West Light on 22nd September. Another was at Kinramer on 

the 24th. The species was recorded on 9 dates in October, including sightings in most parts of the island and the final record 
of the year on the 30th.

Merlin catching its breath at the West Light after finally getting a Meadow Pipit in its clutches – the conclusion of a long and 
heart-stopping cliff-face chase in which the plucky pipit almost got away multiple times. The Merlin was slightly less agile in the 
aerial twists and turns but absolutely relentless in pursuit and ultimately got its meal.

94. PEREGRINE FALCON Falco peregrinus
Resident breeding species and occasional migrant
 Breeding season: Rathlin’s Peregrines didn’t make it easy to monitor their nests this year, with most of them leaving the sites

they had used in previous years and taking up new ledges. Nonetheless, five pairs were located, of which four were 
successful, and these fledged at least nine young between them (JW).

 The presence of the resident birds throughout the year makes it difficult to detect migrant Peregrines, but young birds seen a
few times in April and May were probably wanderers from elsewhere.
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95. EURASIAN MAGPIE Pica pica
Uncommon resident and probably occasional migrant
A small population was present in the western part of the island, mainly at Kinramer, throughout the year.
 The highest number recorded was 7 on 21st February.
 Single birds seen near the East Light on 20th March and at the chapel on 6th May could have been migrants.

96. EURASIAN JACKDAW Coloeus monedula
Uncommon visitor
Despite their abundance on the nearby mainland, Jackdaws have been a rather scarce visitor to Rathlin – in the previous three 
years combined, the highest count of Jackdaws was just 9 birds. However, 2020 saw some exceptional numbers in both spring 
and autumn, with some small flocks remaining to winter on the island.
 Spring passage: A flock of 10 high over Kinramer on 6th March was the first record of the year, followed by single birds on 

the 16th and 17th. A flock of about 50 birds near the East Light on 28th March was by far the highest count of the spring. 
There were sightings throughout April, including flocks of up to 16 on several dates. A single bird on 4th May was the only 
record that month, and the last of the spring.

 Autumn passage: The first autumn sighting was a flock of 80 high over Kinramer on 15th October. This high count was 
eclipsed the following day when a huge flock of 459 was seen over Kebble and an additional 95 were at Kinramer, giving a 
total count of at least 554 birds. Later in October, 3 were at Ally Lough on the 20th and 10 were near the chapel on the 30th. 
More unusually large numbers were counted in November, including a flock of 75 at Kinramer on the 7th. From them on, 
small flocks remained in several parts of the island, including up to 13 at Kinramer, 32 at Doon Bay and 8 near Church Bay, 
still present at the end of the year.

15th October: the day the Jackdaws came… and some of them decided to stay. With several flocks still present in early 2021, is 
this about to become the next new breeding species for Rathlin?
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97. ROOK Corvus frugilegus
Uncommon visitor
Like Jackdaws, Rooks are surprisingly scarce on Rathlin. The sightings in 2020 are similar to the previous couple of years, with 
occasional sightings in spring and (less frequently) in autumn. In the four years of regular recording since 2017, no flock of Rooks 
has exceeded four birds.
 Spring passage: The year’s first sighting was a group of 3 on 27th March, followed by 2 more the following day. The only 

other records were on 3rd April, when a lone bird was near Ally Lough and a flock of 4 was seen flying south over the sea 
near the Rue.

 Autumn / winter: A single bird was over Kebble on 15th October, followed by another at Ushet Lough on the 30th. Another 
lone bird was with the flock of Jackdaws at Kinramer from 8th to 12th November.

98. CARRION CROW Corvus corone
Scarce visitor
There were sightings of single Carrion-type crows from spring to the end of the year, but most of these probably involved an 
almost entirely black hybrid (see below) that resided on the island during this period. 
 Autumn: Two black crows were with the Hooded Crows at Doon Bay from mid-September to December. One was the subtle 

hybrid, and the other appeared to be a completely black Carrion Crow, although it is impossible to be completely certain that
it had no grey feathering at all.

99. HOODED CROW Corvus cornix
Common breeding species, present throughout the year
 Hooded Crows were common all over the island throughout the year. Fledged juveniles were seen from 28th May.
 There was noticeable movement of birds from late April to mid-May, including a flock of 28 that seemed to arrive at Kebble 

from the south on 1st May, and then toured all over the island until at least the 9th. Another flock of 8 flew north out to sea 
on 2nd May.

– Carrion Crow X Hooded Crow hybrid
 An almost all-black hybrid was first seen at Doon Bay on 8th March, and remained in the southern part of the island for the 

rest of the year. Unless its seen very well in good light, its few grey undertail coverts were almost impossible to detect and it 
could easily be taken for a pure Carrion Crow.

 Another hybrid showing more extensive grey than the previous bird was at Knockans on 19th April. Another bird, much 
closer to Hooded Crow in appearance, was often seen near Ushet Lough in the second half of the year.

Two very different Carrion Crow X Hooded Crow hybrids that were present on the island for much of the year: a Carrion Crow 
lookalike, and something from the Hooded Crow end of the spectrum.
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100. NORTHERN RAVEN Corvus corax
Breeding resident and occasional migrant
 Breeding season: Several pairs nested on the island, and newly fledged young were seen out of their nest from 16th May. A 

pair near the West Light successfully fledged an impressive brood of 5 chicks. 
 As in previous years, a pair near the West Light specialised in taking auk eggs in the spring. On 11th May the two adults were 

seen taking 20 Common Guillemot eggs in just 90 minutes of observation. Almost all these eggs were carried a distance of 
more than a kilometre away and cached in a variety of locations on the heath near Kinramer Wood (see page 31).

 Migrants: A flock of 4 flew south high over Kinramer on 4th April. There were several sightings of apparent migrants in 
August, including 11 arriving at the Rue from the north on the 22nd and 16 high over Ballyconagan on the 30th.

Northern Raven adult being kept busy with five hungry mouths to feed.

101. COAL TIT Periparus ater
Common breeding resident and uncommon migrant
Coal Tits were seen commonly in areas with trees throughout the year. 
 Breeding season: Newly fledged young were seen from 9th June.
 Autumn passage: There was a clear influx around 27th September, with groups of restless migrants seen in several places 

and small parties of birds flying high overhead, calling repeatedly. This became a regular feature for the rest of the month 
and throughout October. Unusual influxes of Coal Tits were also reported on some of the Scottish Islands to the north of 
Rathlin, and also on the Irish coast, during the same period.

102. EURASIAN BLUE TIT Cyanistes caeruleus
Fairly common breeding resident
Small numbers were seen in areas with trees throughout the year.
 Breeding season: Newly fledged juveniles were recorded from 25th June.
 Autumn passage: A few Blue Tits appeared to arrive among the much larger numbers of Coal Tits in the autumn.

103. GREAT TIT Parus major
Fairly common breeding resident
Small numbers were recorded throughout the year. Breeding certainly occurred but we missed recording any details! 
 Autumn passage: Migrants were seen during the influx of Coal Tits in the autumn, including a small flock that was ambushed 

by a hunting Merlin as they flew across the heath near Kebble on 6th October.
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104. EURASIAN SKYLARK Alauda arvensis
Common breeding species and passage migrant; scarce in winter
 Winter / spring: The first of the year were 4 birds seen on 5th February, followed by 20 the next day. There was another 

influx in the third week of February, including 15 at Kinramer on the 18th and 25 at Knockans on the 20th. Similar numbers 
were seen regularly until late March, after which small numbers of migrants would have been masked by the birds now on 
territory. Nesting occurred in many locations around the island.

 Autumn / winter: Small numbers heading south over the island on 18th September was the first real sign of autumn 
migration, and similar light passage was recorded regularly during the rest of September and October although there were 
no big movements. Single birds were seen a few times in the first week of November, but these were the last of the year.

Eurasian Skylark at Kebble on 24th April.

105. SAND MARTIN Riparia riparia
Fairly common summer visitor and passage migrant, breeding in small numbers
 Spring passage / breeding season: An early lone bird flying south over the Rue on 22nd March was the first of the year, and 

remained the only record until the arrival of several birds from 8th April. The April influx included the small number of birds 
remaining to breed near Ushet Lough, but a few migrants continued to pass through until late May.

 Breeding season: A few pairs appeared to be nesting at the usual site near Ushet Lough, but it’s not known how successful 
they were this year.

 Autumn passage: Up to 3 around Kebble Lough in the first week of July were perhaps early autumn migrants. Small numbers 
of birds passing through in mid-August included 13 on the 22nd. A lone bird at Ally Lough on 5th September was the last 
sighting of the year.

106. BARN SWALLOW Hirundo rustica
Common breeding summer visitor and passage migrant
 Spring passage: The first of the year flew south over Kinramer on 5th April. Further small numbers appeared in the next few 

days and were a common sight around the island by mid-April and throughout the spring.
 Breeding season: Swallows nested in many locations around the island.
 Autumn passage: At least 15 at Kebble Lough on 4th July was probably the first sign of autumn migration, and other 

gatherings included 25 there on 10th August. Some of the breeding population remaining well into the autumn may have 
masked some migrants, but small numbers were commonly seen heading south during August and September. Sightings 
remained daily in early October, including 12 feeding near the harbour on the 5th, but these soon moved on and a count of 5
on the 7th was the final record of the year.
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107. COMMON HOUSE MARTIN Delichon urbicum
Common breeding summer visitor and passage migrant
 Spring passage and breeding season: A lone bird flying south over Kinramer on 5th April was the first of the year, followed 

by further single birds on the 8th and 10th. Multiple birds were seen from the 12th and were soon back at their nesting sites.
Multiple pairs nested at the harbour and at Cleggan.

 Autumn passage: Many breeding birds remained at the start of September, but departed in the following days. Small 
numbers were seen passing through on their way south in the first week of September, but the only later sightings were 
singles on the 8th and 13th, and 2 on 20th September.

Open wide: Common House Martin about to snaffle a fly.

108. LONG-TAILED TIT Aegithalos caudatus
Scarce visitor; annual in recent years
 Autumn: At least 7 were near Ballycarry on 11th October (WF). Another flock of 7, or perhaps the same roaming flock, was at

Kinramer on 14th October and remained in that area until beyond the year’s end.

Long-tailed Tit hanging out at Kinramer on 14th October, managing to completely hide its long tail.
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109. YELLOW-BROWED WARBLER Phylloscopus inornatus
Rare autumn migrant
It was a sensational and unprecedented autumn for this Asian species in Northern Ireland, and especially on Rathlin. A big influx 
into Western Europe included exceptional numbers in the Western Isles of Scotland, and it seems likely that these birds 
subsequently moving south may have accounted for the record numbers in Northern Ireland. Between 23rd September and 21st
October, at least 34 individuals were found in Northern Ireland, comprising 12 at scattered mainland sites and a remarkable 
estimate of 22 or more on Rathlin.

To put this year’s veritable slew of sightings into perspective, prior to 2020 there had been just 4 records of Yellow-browed 
Warbler on Rathlin: single birds in 1994, 2010, 2018 and 2019. In Northern Ireland as a whole, there were only 34 previous 
records (including the 4 on Rathlin), 26 of which occurred in the current century. The previous the best years were 2016 and 
2017, which had 5 and 6 records respectively[2].

It is impossible to say exactly how many individual birds were found on Rathlin in 2020, with some staying for multiple days and 
some potentially moving between different locations on the island. Bearing these factors in mind, we think that 22 is a likely 
minimum, although we have been cautious in our estimation and the true figure could easily be higher, perhaps even as many as
30. A breakdown of sightings is given below, and in Figure 4 on the next page.

 A single bird at Kinramer on 23rd September was the first of the autumn, followed by another in the same area on 30th 
September.

 The main influx started on 5th October, when 4 new birds were found (2 at Ballycarry and singles at Kinramer and Cleggan). 
On 6th October, the birds at Kinramer and Cleggan were still present, while 3 at Kebble and 1 at Druim were presumed to be 
new arrivals. The lingering birds at Kinramer and Cleggan remained on 7th October.

 7 birds on 8th October included 3 at Kinramer (2 of which were presumed to be new arrivals), 3 new birds at the Chapel and 
1 near Ballycarry. At least one remained at the chapel the following day, while 3 in the area around the harbour were 
probably new (WF).

 A new bird at Kinramer on 10th October went on to be the longest-staying individual, present in the same spot daily until 
21st October.

 8 birds seen on 11th October was the highest single-day total of the autumn. This included the same bird at Kinramer, plus 3 
at the chapel and 2 near the harbour which we have treated as lingering birds from previous days, although some or all could
easily have been new. The same day, 2 presumed new birds were at Ballycarry (WF).

 2 near the harbour on 13th October, and 1 there on the 14th were presumed to be birds remaining from previous days.

Yellow-browed Warbler at Kinramer on 7th October.
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Figure 4. Daily counts of Yellow-browed Warblers in autumn 2020. The main arrival of birds was from 5th to 11th October. In 
many cases it was not possible to know for sure whether any particular bird was newly arrived or remaining from a previous day,
but these numbers represent our best estimate, based mostly on the locations of the sightings. All sightings beyond 14th 
October were certainly the same long-staying individual that had been first seen on the 10th.

110. WILLOW WARBLER Phylloscopus trochilus
Common passage migrant and common breeding summer visitor
One of the most abundant passerine migrants, Willow Warblers are very common during the summer months and nest in many 
parts of the island.
 Spring passage: One singing at Kinramer on 5th April was the first of the spring, just ahead of 5 more on the 6th and 10 on 

the 7th, with only the western part of the island surveyed on these dates. Thereafter, the species was common throughout 
the island every day, with many birds remaining to hold territory and more passing through, but with no particularly large 
arrivals noticed.

 Breeding season: Willow Warblers nested in most areas of suitable habitat.
 Autumn passage: Small numbers of migrants undoubtedly passed through in the early autumn, but these were largely 

masked by the breeding birds and their offspring. Beyond the first week of September, the only sightings were single birds on
8th and 23rd September, and on 6th and 8th October.

Willow Warbler at Cleggan on 24th April.
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111. COMMON CHIFFCHAFF Phylloscopus collybita
Common passage migrant, breeding in small numbers
Chiffchaffs are invariably less numerous than Willow Warblers, with only a very small numbers nesting on the island.
 Spring passage: The first of the year was at Kinramer on 23rd March, followed by at least 4 between Kinramer and Kebble on

the 25th. Small numbers were commonly recorded for the rest of March and the first half of April. Records in late April and 
May probably all involved birds remaining to hold territory on the island.

 Breeding season: Although no definite evidence was recorded this year, breeding probably did occur near the chapel.
 Autumn passage: Single birds at Ushet Lough on 22nd August, and at Kebble on 24th August, were presumably autumn 

migrants. The species was recorded on 10 dates in September, including 3 at Kebble on the 23rd. At least one was at Kebble 
throughout October and into early November, and other single birds were near the harbour on 5th and 11th October, and at 
Kinramer on 13th and 14th October. A late bird at Kinramer on 7th and 8th November was the final sighting of the year.

Common Chiffchaff at Kebble on 4th April.

112. SEDGE WARBLER Acrocephalus schoenobaenus
Common breeding summer visitor and passage migrant
 Spring passage: The first of the year was at Kebble on 11th April, with at least 2 birds there by the 16th. Sightings became 

widespread around the island in the third week of April. Numbers seemed to peak in the second week of May, including at 
least 13 counted just in the reedbed at Kebble on the 8th, but after mid-month counts were lower and probably all involved 
birds remaining to breed on the island.

 Breeding season: Sedge Warblers nested in numerous locations and juveniles were seen in late summer.
 Autumn passage: There was a rapid disappearance of the locally breeding birds in late August and little evidence of others 

passing through. A single bird at Kebble on 26th August was the last sighting of the year.

Sedge Warbler on territory in the reedbed at Brockley on 28th April.
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113. COMMON GRASSHOPPER WARBLER Locustella naevia
Uncommon passage migrant; breeds at least in some years
It was a relatively good year for this species, including several apparent breeding attempts. For comparison, there were just 
three records of the species in 2019, and only one in 2018. As in previous years, none were recorded in autumn.
 Spring passage: One singing at Kinramer on 15th April was the first of the year, followed by others singing at Brockley on the 

24th and Kebble on the 26th. Either that bird or another took up territory at Kebble from 3rd May, and an additional bird was
there on 8th May. A presumed late passage bird was at Kinramer on 28th May.

 Breeding season: The bird at Kebble was frequently heard and seen throughout May. Other territories at Ballyconagan and 
Ballycarry were occupied by singing birds during May and early June (LMcF). The outcome of these breeding attempts is 
unknown.

Going out on a limb: Common Grasshopper Warbler briefly breaking cover at Kebble on 8th May.

114. EURASIAN BLACKCAP Sylvia atricapilla
Fairly common passage migrant and summer visitor, breeding in small numbers
 Spring passage: A male singing near the harbour on 3rd April was the first of the year, and at least 3 were at the west end of 

the island on the 6th. Small numbers were seen throughout the rest of the month and throughout May, with those birds 
remaining to hold territory on the island probably masking continuing passage. The last bird that was clearly a new migrant 
was at Kebble on 21st May.

 Breeding season: At least 4 males were on territory in the area around the harbour and chapel, and at least one at Kinramer. 
Fledged juveniles were seen from 20th June.

 Autumn passage: 2 at Kebble on 12th July were presumably early migrants. Small numbers seen throughout the rest of July 
and August were mostly in the areas where the species nested and migrants couldn’t be distinguished from locals. Records 
throughout September were presumably migrants, including counts of 4 around the harbour on the 6th and 20th, and 3 at 
Kinramer on the 23rd. October’s highest count was 3 birds (2 near the harbour and 1 at Kinramer) on the 5th, with the 
Kinramer bird remaining to at least the 7th. Further singletons on the 15th (NW) and the 17th were the last of the month.

 Winter: A single bird at Kinramer on 1st November (JS) had been joined by another by the 6th, and at least one was still 
present on the 15th. The only subsequent record was a surprising sighting of a female foraging among bracken near the 
shore at Doon Bay on 15th December.
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115. GARDEN WARBLER Sylvia borin
Scarce passage migrant
Two records this year was above average for this barely annual visitor. In the previous three years, there was a single sighting in 
2019, two in 2018, and none in 2017.
 One was singing near the chapel on 8th May.
 Another was at Kebble on 28th May.

Borin but not borin’: it’s a rare treat to see a Garden Warbler on Rathlin. This one at Kebble showed much better than most.

116. COMMON WHITETHROAT Curruca communis
Common breeding summer visitor and passage migrant
 Spring passage: An early male singing at Ballycarry on 16th April was the first of the year. By 26th April at least 6 males were 

singing in the eastern half of the island, and before long birds seemed to be on territory in most areas of likely habitat.
 Breeding season: Newly fledged juveniles were seen from 14th June. There seemed to be more pairs present on the island 

this summer than in previous years and it appears they had a successful year.
 Autumn passage: Small numbers seen widely around the island in August probably included both passage migrants and the 

remaining breeding birds. Sightings continued throughout the month, but then ended quite abruptly with 2 on 1st 
September (NW) being the final records of the year.

Common Whitethroat was a common sight (and sound) all around the island this year.

80



117. GOLDCREST Regulus regulus
Breeding species and common passage migrant, present year-round
Goldcrests were seen commonly throughout the year, particularly in Kinramer Wood and the well vegetated area around the 
chapel and harbour.
 Migration: Small numbers of migrants are easily masked by the breeding population, but birds seen out of their typical 

habitat in late March and early April, and again in late August, were presumably newly arrived migrants. The species was 
particularly numerous around Kinramer in early and mid-October, indicating an influx of migrants during this period.

 Breeding season: Goldcrests nested in several areas with trees, and fledged young were seen from 30th May.

Although the West Light was closed to visitors in 2020, this Goldcrest still managed to sneak in for a good nosey around! Great 
fun watching this newly arrived migrant getting its bearings, and finding plenty of spiders and insects to eat, in an unfamiliar and 
completely treeless environment.

118. EURASIAN WREN Troglodytes troglodytes
Ubiquitous breeding resident
Wrens were present all over the island throughout the year. Juveniles were seen from 9th June.

119. EURASIAN TREECREEPER Certhia familiaris
Rare visitor / rare breeding resident
Occasional birds were seen and (more often) heard at Kinramer Wood throughout the year.
 Breeding season: One was seen carrying food on 26th May, and an adult was seen feeding at least one juvenile on 13th June.

This is the first time breeding has been confirmed on the island, although it had also been suspected in 2019.
 One at Kebble on 3rd September, which was seen to land on the ground and climb the side of a wooden shed, seemed likely 

to be a newly arrived migrant. There were more sightings than usual around Kinramer during September and October, and 
it’s possible that the tiny local population was being swelled by migrants during that time.
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120. COMMON STARLING Sturnus vulgaris
Common breeding species; present year-round 
 Winter / spring: Wintering flocks included up to 80 around the Rue and up to 60 at Church Bay. A modest murmuration of 

around 80 birds was seen gathering prior to roosting in a cave at Doon Point. These gatherings dispersed during March, with 
many birds taking up territories on the island.

 Breeding season: Starlings nested in numerous locations, and fledged juveniles were appearing from 26th May. Post-
breeding flocks included 51 at Kinramer in mid-June, and similar gatherings in other parts of the island.

 Autumn / winter: Flocks of about 40 birds were present around Church Bay and near the Rue for most of the autumn, but by
mid-November the only large gathering was around 100 at the Rue, which had reduced to just 50 or so by the year’s end.

121. RING OUZEL Turdus torquatus
Scarce passage migrant
In the preceding three years, all Ring Ouzel sightings had been in spring: four in 2019 and one in 2018 (the species was not 
recorded in 2017). 2020’s only sighting was in autumn. 
 A 1CY female was at Kinramer on 8th October, arriving at the same time as a significant arrival of other thrushes.

This year’s Ring Ouzel was a very furtive bird, spending most of its time concealed in the bushes at Kinramer.

122. COMMON BLACKBIRD Turdus merula
Breeding species; common throughout the year
Blackbirds were seen commonly in most parts of the island throughout the year. 
 Breeding season: Nesting occurred in many locations, and fledged juveniles were seen from 2nd June.
 Autumn passage: Small numbers of migrants would easily have been masked by the local birds, but there was a clear large 

influx on 9th October.

123. FIELDFARE Turdus pilaris
Common passage migrant and uncommon winter visitor
 Winter / spring: A lone bird was at Kinramer in early January. In March, up to 3 birds were recorded on 6 dates. Most 

passage occurred in early April, including a peak count of 19 at Kebble on the 5th, and the last sighting of the month was a 
single bird on the 23rd. Late individuals were seen on 9th and 21st May.

 Autumn / winter: The first 2 autumn migrants were at Kinramer on 13th October, followed by other small groups in the 
following days, and then 29 on the 16th. By far the highest count of the year was a flock of 100 flying south high over Kebble 
on 17th October. Another 26 were at Kinramer on the 18th, and smaller numbers were seen regularly for the rest of the 
month. There were records on 7 dates in November, of which 25 on the 6th was the only count higher than 6. A single bird at
Glebe on 6th December was the last of the year.
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124. REDWING Turdus iliacus
Common passage migrant and uncommon winter visitor
 Winter: A lone bird at the West Light on 3rd January was the only winter record.
 Spring passage: One was at Kebble on 11th March, and small numbers were seen throughout the rest of the month, with 15 

on the 25th easily the highest count. Most passage took place during the first half of April, when the species was recorded 
most days including a flock of 50 at Kinramer on the 6th, at least 28 scattered around the island on the 8th, and 24 split 
between Kebble and Kinramer on the 16th which were the last of the month. A single late bird was at Kinramer on 19th May.

 Autumn / winter: A group of 3 at Kebble on 4th October were the first autumn migrants, followed by more small flocks 
appearing almost every day for the next couple of weeks. The first double-figure flock was 23 at Kinramer on the 18th. By far 
the biggest numbers were recorded on 21st October, when at least 200 were at Kinramer Wood, before counts quickly 
dwindled to single figures by the last week of the month. November’s peak count was 25 on the 2nd, but small numbers 
were recorded throughout the rest of the month. The only record in December was a flock of 10 at Ushet Lough on the 3rd.

Redwings lined up along the wall of Kebble Cottage on 16th April.

125. SONG THRUSH Turdus philomelos
Common breeding species; present throughout the year
Song Thrushes were seen commonly in most parts of the island throughout the year, with nesting taking place in areas of 
suitable habitat.
• Autumn passage: There was a clear influx around the end of September and early October, along with many other thrushes. 

There was also an apparent influx during a cold snap in the last week of December, when groups of Song Thrushes were 
present in several atypical locations.

Mmmmmm! Song Thrush and Common Blackbird each carrying a meaty mouthful of slimy snacks for their chicks.
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126. MISTLE THRUSH Turdus viscivorus
Uncommon visitor
2020’s Mistle Thrush records followed a similar pattern to previous years, with scattered sightings throughout most of the year 
and a clear peak in October.
 Winter / spring: Single birds were at Kinramer from 23rd to 25th January and at Knockans on 23rd February. In March, 

another single bird was at Kinramer on the 6th, and 2 were there on the 17th.
 Autumn passage: There were no further records until late June, when single birds were at Knockans on the 20th and at 

Kinramer from the 22nd to 24th. There were 2 at Kebble on 12th July, and sightings of single birds over the following week. 
After no sightings in August, a lone bird at Kinramer on the 14th and 15th was the only September record. October was easily
the best month of the year for this species, with records on 12 dates, probably involving at least 16 individuals. The highest 
counts were 4 (2 at Brockley and 2 at the Chapel) on the 5th, 5 at Kinramer on the 6th, and 5 (2 at Kinramer and 3 at Ushet 
Lough) on the 23rd. A single bird at Kinramer from 6th to 12th November was the last of the year.

127. SPOTTED FLYCATCHER Muscicapa striata
Fairly common passage migrant, mainly in spring; breeds at least in some years
 Spring passage: The first records were on 8th May, when at least 5 were scattered around the island. Small numbers were 

seen regularly throughout the rest of May, with 4 on the 28th the biggest count. A single bird on 2nd June was the last of the 
spring, and no evidence of breeding was seen this year.

 Autumn passage: The only autumn record was a single bird at Kinramer on 14th August.

This Spotted Flycatcher frequented the same patch of Kinramer Wood where the species attempted to nest in 2019, but there 
was no sign of breeding activity this year

128. EUROPEAN ROBIN Erithacus rubecula
Common breeding species; present throughout the year
Robins were seen very commonly in many locations throughout the year, with no obvious signs of migration noted. Nesting 
occurred in numerous areas, and juveniles were seen from 2nd May.
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129. BLACK REDSTART Phoenicurus ochruros
Scarce migrant
With two sightings, 2020 was quite possibly a record year for Black Redstarts on Rathlin. The only other recent sightings were 
single birds in May 2019 and March 2017.
 One was at Cleggan on 23rd April.
 Another was seen briefly at Kinramer on 21st May.

This Black Redstart spent the morning of 23rd April hopping about fields at Cleggan.

130. WHINCHAT Saxicola rubetra
Uncommon passage migrant; possibly breeds in some years
2020 was similar to the previous couple of years for this species, with small numbers passing through in the spring but none in 
autumn. There was no sign of breeding on the island this year.
 Spring Passage: A female at Kebble on 25th April was the first of the year, and was the only record until a male at the same 

location on 3rd May. Another 3 were at Kebble on 8th May, with one there again and another at Kinramer on the 9th. The 
only subsequent sighting was a single bird at Kebble on 14th May.

Male Whinchat at Kebble on 8th May – one of three present together on that day.

131. EUROPEAN STONECHAT Saxicola rubicola
Common breeding species; present year-round
Stonechats were seen commonly in many locations throughout the year, although numbers seemed to be lower during the 
winter months. Pairs nested in many parts of the island, and newly fledged juveniles were seen from 2nd May.
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132. NORTHERN WHEATEAR Oenanthe oenanthe
Common passage migrant and fairly common breeding summer visitor
 Spring passage: Spring migration began with a sudden influx of 13 on 22nd March. Small numbers were seen for the rest of 

the month, including 8 on the south arm of the island on the 28th, and in early April. There was another influx on 10th April, 
when 11 were on the west arm, and passage continued at a similar level throughout the rest of the month. Passage in May 
included about 20 birds seen on the 9th, after which just small numbers of migrants were noted. 

 Breeding season: Nesting occurred in numerous locations, with the first fledged young seen on 8th June.
 Autumn passage: Small numbers were passing through in early autumn, with a noticeable influx around the middle of 

September. Thereafter, only small numbers were noted. The last multiple record was 3 at the Rue on 2nd October, and late 
single birds were seen on three further dates including the last of the year on 8th October.

Male Northern Wheatear outside the Rathlin Island Hostel.

133. HOUSE SPARROW Passer domesticus
Breeding resident
The resident flock was seen around the harbour throughout the year. Birds from the harbour colony very seldom seem to leave 
their usual territory, but there were several sightings in other locations during the spring.
 One was at Kinramer on 20th and 21st March. One was near the East Light on 26th April, then one again at Kinramer on the 

28th and 29th. One was at the Rue on 2nd May, then one was seen frequently travelling between Kinramer and the West 
Light from 4th to 7th May. All of these lone birds were males, and it seems very possible that all involved the same 
uncharacteristically itinerant individual!

 Another 3 were briefly at Kinramer on 10th August.

House Sparrow at the West Light on 6th May. This widely roaming bird seemed to be following us around the island!
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134. DUNNOCK Prunella modularis
Common breeding species; present year-round
Dunnocks were seen commonly in most parts of the island throughout the year.
 Spring passage: Small numbers of migrants would be difficult to detect among the local birds, but a lone individual at the 

West Light on 10th April was well away from the usual areas and was likely to have been a migrant.
 Breeding season: Nesting occurred in many locations, and juveniles were seen out of the nest from 19th May.

135. GREY WAGTAIL Motacilla cinerea
Fairly common passage migrant
 Spring: The first 2 sightings of the year were on 8th March, with 11 further records spread throughout the rest of that 

month. There were just 3 records of single birds in April, and 5 records of single birds in May including the last of the spring 
on the 31st.

 Autumn: A small flurry of sightings in July was possibly an early autumn movement, with 1 on the 8th, 2 on the 12th and 2 on
the 18th. The only August record was 2 birds on the 16th. An increase in passage occurred in September, which had records 
on 11 dates, although no more than 2 were seen on any day. In October there were records on 5 dates, including a count of 3
on the 5th and the last 2 of the month on the 16th. November’s only record, and the final sighting of the year, was a single 
bird at Kinramer on the 7th.

136. WHITE WAGTAIL Motacilla alba
Both of the expected subspecies were recorded commonly during the year:

Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba yarrellii
Common breeding species and passage migrant; present all year but less common in winter
 Winter / spring: Small numbers were seen in January and February, with some passage noted throughout March, particularly

around the middle of the month. Later in the spring, low numbers of migrants would easily have been masked by the birds 
that had already taken up territory.

 Breeding season: Pairs nested widely around the island, and fledged young were seen from 4th May.
 Autumn / winter: See under White/Pied Wagtail, below, for autumn passage. From early October only very small numbers 

remained, and a few stayed to spend the winter in scattered locations.

White Wagtail Motacilla alba alba
Fairly common passage migrant
 Spring passage: The first 5 of the year were seen on 8th April, with 8 around Church Bay on the 10th. The highest count of 

the spring included at least 15 near Doon Bay on 25th April. A count of 10 at the same site on 2nd May was the highest of 
that month, but small numbers continued to pass through until the last of the spring on 25th May.

 Autumn passage: See under White/Pied Wagtail, below.

White / Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba alba / yarrellii
 Autumn passage: Many birds are not easily identifiable to subspecies in autumn, particularly those migrating south 

overhead, and they were generally recorded as White / Pied Wagtails. Such passage only ever involved small numbers of 
birds, but was noted on numerous dates from late August to early October.

White Wagtail near the Rue on 19th April. This stretch of shoreline is particularly popular with wagtails on passage.
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137. MEADOW PIPIT Anthus pratensis
Common breeding species and passage migrant; present all year
 Winter / spring: Small numbers were seen in scattered locations throughout January and February, with 25 at Church Bay on 

22nd January by far the biggest count. Numbers swelled from the second week of March, with regular double-figure counts 
for the rest of the month. A flock of at least 50 was at Kebble on 8th April, after which numbers were much lower and small 
numbers of migrants would have been masked by those birds already busy nesting.

 Breeding season: Pairs bred in many locations and fledged juveniles were seen from 16th May.
 Autumn / winter: Flocks of more than 20 birds were seen from early September, and small numbers were seen migrating 

south overhead, particularly during the first half of that month. Flock sizes were lower in October and November, but there 
were still birds scattered around the island throughout December, including up to 13 around Mill Bay and a similar number 
among the Rock Pipits near the Rue.

Meadow Pipit gathering nesting material. Concerningly, this beakful appeared to be filaments of plastic rope.

138. TREE PIPIT Anthus trivialis
Scarce passage migrant, mainly in spring
With 8 or 9 different individuals recorded in spring, 2020 was slightly better than the previous few years for this species. There 
were no autumn sightings this year.
 Spring passage: The first 2 were at Kebble on the early date of 7th April, followed by a lone bird flying over the West Light on

the 10th, and separate single birds at Kinramer and Kebble on the 14th. Another was at Kinramer on 22nd April, with it or a 
different bird seen there the following day. One was at Ally Lough on 25th April, and a final bird was at Kinramer on 4th May.

The year’s final Tree Pipit on 4th May showed brilliantly well at Kinramer. This site alone has accounted for almost half of all 
Northern Irish records of Tree Pipit in the last four years, with nearby Kebble claiming most of the rest!
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139. EURASIAN ROCK PIPIT Anthus petrosus
Common breeding species; present year-round
 Winter / spring: Gatherings in January and February included more than 30 at Doon Bay, and other concentrations at Mill 

Bay and other sites on the south arm of the island. By March most concentrations had disbanded to nesting sites.
 Breeding season: The species nested in many locations around the coast, and juveniles were seen from 12th May.
 Autumn / winter: By autumn, Rock Pipits were again concentrated at their main sites, and the coastline between the Rue 

and Doon Bay held more than 30 birds for the rest of the year.

140. COMMON CHAFFINCH Fringilla coelebs
Breeding species; common year-round
 Winter / spring: Winter congregations included 15 at Kinramer and more than 20 at the harbour in January. Flocks seemed 

to disperse by March and, although sightings were common throughout the spring, flock sizes were always in single figures.
 Breeding season: Nesting occurred at Kinramer and probably at other sites as well. Fledged young were seen from late May.
 Autumn / winter: Gatherings increased from early August, with counts of up to around 30 at Kinramer during that month 

and in September. Similar numbers were present in that area for the rest of the year, with the local birds no doubt masking 
some autumn passage.

141. BRAMBLING Fringilla montifringilla
Uncommon passage migrant
 Winter / spring: One near the East Light on 20th March was the first of the year. Another was at Kinramer on 23rd March 

(JS), and a male was singing in the same location on 1st April.
 Autumn / winter: An early lone bird was at Kinramer on 6th Oct, with 3 there by the 9th, at least one of which remained to 

the 15th. Another single bird was at Ballycarry on 13th October (DW). At least one was seen regularly at Kinramer from 21st 
October to mid-November, with 2 there until the 26th. An additional lone bird was at the harbour on 1st November.

142. COMMON ROSEFINCH Carpodacus erythrinus
Vagrant
 An immature male was singing at Kinramer during the evening of 26th May. This is the first record of this species on Rathlin, 

and only the 6th for Northern Ireland[2].

Behold, a Common Rosefinch – the most exciting Rathlin bird of 2020! The rarest birds are not always the best looking ones.
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143. EUROPEAN GREENFINCH Chloris chloris
Uncommon breeding resident and passage migrant
Greenfinches were very scarce on Rathlin in 2017 and for most of 2018, with just occasional sightings of one or two individuals 
during that period. The species seems to have fared better since then, with birds present on the island throughout 2019 and 
2020, and breeding confirmed in both of these years.
 Winter / spring: Up to 6 were present at Kinramer throughout, and a few more were regularly seen near the chapel. 
 Breeding season: At least one pair bred at Kinramer, with fledged young seen from 14th May (LMcF). Breeding may also 

have occurred around the chapel.
 Autumn / winter: Up to 6 were again recorded at Kinramer throughout the autumn. Additional sightings included 3 near the 

East Light on 29th September, up to 4 around the Chapel in October and a flock of 10 at the harbour on 30th October. Small 
numbers continued to be seen in both these areas for the rest of the year, but a flock of 14 at Kinramer on 29th November 
was the only count higher than 6.

144. TWITE Linaria flavirostris
Uncommon breeding species and fairly common visitor
 Winter: A flock of 6 flying over Kinramer on 26th January was the only winter sighting.
 Spring: A single bird was at the East Light on 20th March. Up to 2 were seen on 4 dates in April. Small numbers seen at 

scattered sites throughout May were perhaps mostly birds breeding on the island.
 Breeding season: Several pairs probably bred at sites along the north side of the island. Recently fledged juveniles were seen 

at the West Light on 30th June.
 Autumn: Mainly just small numbers were seen in July and August, often mixed in with flocks of Linnets, and 16 at the East 

Light on 30th August was the highest count of the period. This same flock had increased to 40 on 6th September, which was 
the highest count of the whole year. Other September sightings included 21 at the Rue on the 28th and 12 at the East Light 
on the 29th. There continued to be widespread sightings throughout October, including 25 at the Rue on the 2nd, 14 at 
Ballyconagan on the 11th and 13 at Kebble on the 18th. Records on 7 dates in November included 14 at Kebble on the 8th 
and a single bird near the chapel on the 25th which was the last sighting of the year.

East Light Twites – a pair was present in this area throughout the spring, seen here on 9th May.

145. COMMON LINNET Linaria cannabina
Common migrant and breeding species; uncommon in winter
 Winter / spring: 2 at Church Bay on 1st January remained the only sighting until a lone bird on 13th March. This was the 

beginning of the main spring arrival, with small numbers seen regularly throughout the second half of March, and the species
was common all over the island in April and May. 

 Breeding season: Linnets nested in many locations and juveniles were seen from 10th June.
 Autumn / winter: Post-breeding flocks were forming in July, including up to 60 at Brockley on the 18th. Such flocks occurred 

widely during August, with an estimated 150 near Mill Bay on the 15th the highest count of the year. A flock of 60 was at 
Kebble on 14th September, but numbers generally seemed to decrease during that month, with some southward movement 
noted from the Rue. October’s biggest flock was just 3 birds on the 5th and all records in the second half of the month were 
single birds. A couple of sightings of lone birds in the first week of the month were November’s only records. Records on 5 
dates in December included a flock of 13 flying south over Kinramer on the 7th and a final lone bird on the 14th.
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146. COMMON REDPOLL Acanthis flammea
Scarce visitor
Like 2019, there was just one record in 2020, although the species is probably overlooked among the commoner Lesser Redpolls.
 One was with a flock of Lesser Redpolls at Kinramer on 29th March.

147. LESSER REDPOLL Acanthis cabaret
Fairly common migrant and breeding species; scarce in winter
 Spring: With no records in January or February, 3 on 19th March were the first of the year. These were the start of an influx, 

with almost daily sightings for the rest of the month, including at least 14 on the 26th. Small numbers were recorded 
throughout April, including flocks of up to 8. Sightings continued throughout May, with many of these probably relating to 
birds remaining to breed on the island.

 Breeding season: Small numbers were seen around the island in June and July, and nesting probably occurred although no 
confirmation of this was recorded.

 Autumn: Sightings in August included up to 7 at Kinramer towards the month’s end. Small numbers were seen regularly 
throughout September, although the biggest flock recorded was just 6 on the 23rd. In October, up to 11 were around the 
chapel in the middle of the month, and small numbers were seen regularly at other sites. The last sighting of the year was 2 
flying over Kebble on 7th November.

Lesser Redpoll (left), and the year’s only Common Redpoll (right). The latter was not inclined to pose for photos!

148. COMMON CROSSBILL (RED CROSSBILL) Loxia curvirostra
Occasional visitor
Crossbills have occurred sporadically during the last 4 years, with sightings recorded in every month except January and 
December. Most records are invariably at Kinramer, which has most of the island’s conifer trees. 2020 was a comparatively good
year, with numerous sightings and some relatively big flocks.
 February: 2 were at Kinramer on the 5th.
 April: A lone bird was at Kinramer on the 25th.
 May: 3 were at Kinramer on the 29th.
 June: A flock of 10 was at Kinramer on the 2nd. A flock of 13 was at the same site on the 13th.
 September: 4 were at Kinramer on the 18th, and 2 flew south over the harbour the following day. Another 2 were at 

Kinramer on the 21st, and 3 flew over there on 28th.
 October: Lone birds were at the chapel on the 1st and the East Light on the 8th. There was a group of 3 at Kinramer on the 

15th and 4 at the East Light on the 17th (WF), followed by the highest count of the year on the 18th, when separate flocks of 
19 and 5 flew south-west over Kinramer. The last sighting of the year was a singleton over Kebble on 22nd October.

149. EUROPEAN GOLDFINCH Carduelis carduelis
Breeding species; present year-round
 Winter / spring: Flocks of up to 30 were seen in January and early February, dropping to around half that total thereafter. 

Just very small numbers were noted after early April as flocks dispersed and pairs proceeded with nesting.
 Breeding season: Goldfinches bred in various locations and juveniles were seen from late May.
 Autumn / winter: Gatherings of up to 15 were seen in August, but much larger flocks had formed in September including up 

to 50 at Kinramer and at least 70 at Glebe mid-month. The biggest flocks recorded for the rest of the year were at Kinramer, 
where the flock peaked at 55 on 7th October, dropping to no more than 20 for the rest of the year.
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150. EURASIAN SISKIN Spinus spinus
Fairly common migrant; breeds at least in some years
 Winter / spring: January had only three sightings of single birds. All February’s sightings were in the first week of the month, 

when up to 20 were seen at Kinramer. There were regular records throughout March, although 20 on the 6th was the only 
double-figure count. April had sightings of up to 5 birds on 7 dates, and up to 3 were recorded regularly throughout May.

 Summer / breeding season: There were sightings of up to 4 at Kinramer during June and July. At least one pair nested and 
they were seen feeding fledged chicks in mid-July. The only sighting away from Kinramer during this period was a single bird 
at the chapel on 20th June.

 Autumn / winter: There were no August records until 3 on the 26th, and a couple of sightings of lone birds at the end of the 
month. The species was recorded on 10 dates spread throughout September, but the highest count was just 4 on the 14th. 
October and November each had sightings on just 4 dates, with peaks of 6 on 28th October and 14th November. The only 
December records were a lone bird at Kinramer on the 6th and 3 there the next day.

151. LAPLAND BUNTING (LAPLAND LONGSPUR) Calcarius lapponicus
Scarce passage migrant, usually in autumn
By comparison with the previous three years, in which a combined total of just four individual Lapland Buntings were recorded, 
2020 was an exceptional year for this species. 
 Spring: a male was at Kinramer on 10th April. There are very few spring records of this species in Northern Ireland, and this 

appears to be the first time it has been recorded on Rathlin at that time of year.
 Autumn:  An excellent run of sightings comprised the records listed in Table 15 below. We can’t know for certain how many 

birds were involved overall, but many were just passing overhead and it seems likely that most, if not all, of these sightings 
involved different individuals. Therefore, a maximum of 24 birds were recorded on Rathlin during the autumn.

Table 15. Sightings of Lapland Buntings in autumn 2020.

Date Count Notes

14th September 4 Very mobile flock at Kebble

15th September 3 Flying over Kinramer

16th September 6 Flying east over Kebble

18th September 2 Flying over Kinramer

20th September 6 + 1 Flying south over Ballycarry

23rd September 1 Flying over Kebble

5th October 1 Near Ushet Lough

Unlike most of 2020’s brief Lapland Bunting sightings, the very last one touched down just long enough for a photo.
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152. SNOW BUNTING Plectrophenax nivalis
Uncommon passage migrant and winter visitor
 Winter / spring: The first sighting of the year was a flock of 48 at Kebble on 5th February. This is by far the biggest flock 

recorded on the island in recent years. At least one bird was still there the next day. Further single birds were seen flying 
over Kebble on 16th March and at the West Light on 9th April.

 Autumn / winter: The first autumn bird flew over Kebble on 6th October. 2 males were near the West Light from 17th to 
22nd October, with an additional 2 birds seen flying over Kebble on the 18th and another single bird on the 22nd. On the 
31st, a female was in the same place as the 2 males had been. In November, a couple of single birds were seen over the west
end of the island on the 7th, and another was over Ushet Lough on the 19th. December had a lone bird at the Rue on the 
4th, another at Ushet Lough on the 6th, at least 3 near Ballynoe on the 12th, and 2 at Ushet Lough on the 15th.

This Snow Bunting at the West Light on 9th April spent all day picking invertebrate larvae out of the car park gravel.

153. YELLOWHAMMER Emberiza citronella
Scarce visitor
Yellowhammers were recorded just once or twice per year from 2017 to 2019, with all sightings falling between late March and 
mid-May. 2020 also had two records, although the dates did not follow the usual pattern.
 A lone bird appeared at Kebble during strong north-westerly winds on 5th June.
 Another single bird dropped in briefly at Ballyconagan on 26th November before continuing to fly west.

Yellowhammer sheltering in the grounds of Kebble Cottage on 5th June.
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154. COMMON REED BUNTING Emberiza schoeniclus
Fairly common breeding species; present year-round but uncommon in winter
 Winter / spring: All January sightings were at Kinramer, where up to 4 were present. Additional birds seemed to arrive from 

early March, soon occupying most areas of suitable habitat during that month. Most further migrants would have been 
masked by those already present, but occasional birds assumed to have just arrived were seen in early April.

 Breeding season: Nesting appeared to take place in suitable habitat all over the island.
 Autumn / winter: Reed Buntings continued to be seen widely on the island until mid-October, including some birds thought 

likely to be migrants in September and October. In November and December only a few birds remained, mainly at Kinramer 
where up to 5 were seen regularly to the year’s end, but with other sightings at Glebe and near the East Light.

Common Reed Bunting foraging on the tideline on 2nd May. Although not typically a species of the intertidal zone, we have 
often seen Rathlin Reed Buntings feeding among the piles of washed-up kelp, seeking out what appears to be the pupae of 
seaweed flies.
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The 2017, 2018 and 2019 Rathlin Bird Reports are also still available to download:

Rathlin Bird Report 2017: https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2018/01/rathlin-bird-report-2017.pdf

Rathlin Bird Report 2018: https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/rathlin-bird-report-2018.pdf

Rathlin Bird Report 2019: https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2020/02/rathlin-bird-report-2019-final.pdf 
 

Many more of our Rathlin nature sightings can be found on our Twitter account:
@_Stickybeak

You can also find more from us on our Rathlin wildlife blog:
www.rathlinstickybeak.wordpress.com 
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	83. EURASIAN SPARROWHAWK Accipiter nisus
	106. BARN SWALLOW Hirundo rustica
	107. COMMON HOUSE MARTIN Delichon urbicum
	143. EUROPEAN GREENFINCH Chloris chloris

