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Introduction 
 
Following four years of detailed bird recording on Rathlin from 2017 to 2020, in spring 2021 we tore ourselves away from the 
island for a work opportunity and missed the main breeding and migration periods of that year. Happily though, we returned in 
late autumn 2021 and were able to resume our almost daily observations throughout 2022. This report mainly serves to 
summarise all bird observations made in 2022, but we have also attempted to plug the gap of 2021 by including any notable 
records that we made during the limited periods we were here (January—March, October, and December), along with sightings 
reported by other observers.  
 
Our aim is to thoroughly document the island’s birdlife at this time, providing a detailed reference for locals, visitors and 
ornithologists now and in the future. In years to come, our detailed records may provide a baseline to which changes in the 
island’s birdlife can be compared. We often make new discoveries and interesting observations on Rathlin that are not 
documented elsewhere, and we believe it is important that this information is available to islanders and anyone else who might 
find it of interest or useful. Writing this report and making it discoverable online is also an opportunity for us to showcase the 
island’s varied and significant birdlife to a broad audience – we know that our blog https://rathlinstickybeak.wordpress.com/ has 
reached people in 83 countries, and our reports have now been downloaded thousands of times.    
 
The 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. 
 
For this year’s report we have followed the same general format of previous years.  Our intentions of keeping it brief for once 
proved futile, as we found there was more than ever to write about!  We have (for our sins) incorporated the latest taxonomic 
shuffles and tweaks of species names and systematic order, and as usual, we include an account for every species recorded on 
Rathlin in 2022 and 2021 (see the systematic list from page 30), briefly summarising all observations, and giving greater detail 
where useful. We have also included summary chapters describing the range of species recorded in 2022, notable breeding 
species, rarities, arrival dates of migrants and more, plus detailed articles on the 2022 outbreak of avian influenza, the 
(attempted) identification of a vagrant Yellow Wagtail, Rathlin’s wintering flock of Greenland White-fronted Geese, and 
observations of autumn seabird passage. 

 
 
Previous reports 

If you are now reading our Rathlin Bird Report for the first time, we encourage you to also take a look at our bird reports from 
previous years. The Rathlin Bird Report 2020 was a bumper edition, as we wrote it thinking that it could be our last, and it 
includes a detailed section on the seabird nesting season, as well as a summary of all the island’s regular and occasional breeding 
bird species. 2019 was probably the most exciting year’s birding Rathlin has ever seen, and our report from that year documents 
an unprecedented array of rarities and demonstrates the island’s potential for attracting scarce migrants and vagrants when the 
right conditions occur. 

Our four previous Rathlin Bird Reports, covering the years 2017–2020, remain freely available online: 

2020 https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2021/02/rathlin-bird-report-2020.pdf 
2019  https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2020/02/rathlin-bird-report-2019-final.pdf  
2018 https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/rathlin-bird-report-2018.pdf 
2017 https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2018/01/rathlin-bird-report-2017.pdf 
 
 
 
Also on our Rathlin Stickybeak blog you can find lots more information on many different 
aspects of Rathlin’s natural history, and a variety of other resources based on our 
observations, including a comprehensive report on the island’s moths and butterflies: 
https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2022/03/moths-and-butterflies-of-rathlin-
island.pdf 

 

 

https://rathlinstickybeak.wordpress.com/
https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2021/02/rathlin-bird-report-2020.pdf
https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2020/02/rathlin-bird-report-2019-final.pdf
https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/rathlin-bird-report-2018.pdf
https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2018/01/rathlin-bird-report-2017.pdf
https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2022/03/moths-and-butterflies-of-rathlin-island.pdf
https://rathlinstickybeak.files.wordpress.com/2022/03/moths-and-butterflies-of-rathlin-island.pdf
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As this report shows, Rathlin is home to a suite of significant species and receives a wide variety of migrants throughout the year. 
As well as the birds, there are stunning, ever-changing views to enjoy and a rich diversity of other fauna and flora to discover. 
 

 

Observer coverage and survey effort 
In 2021, we were away from Rathlin for most of the year, and our own observations only cover the periods of January–March, 
October, and December. During our absence, no consistent bird recording was carried out, but from afar we continued to gather 
sightings reported by island residents and visitors. We document any notable records from this period in this report, but we 
cannot cover the year’s avian activity in detail. The records for 2021, unlike those for 2022, do not comprise an attempt at a 
complete list of species for that year, and where no information is given for a species it does not necessarily not indicate that it 
was absent in 2021. 
 
For the entirety of 2022, we resided on the island and made some efforts to find and observe birds virtually every day, recording 
any wild birds that were either present on the island or visible from the island, and with recording effort comparable to the years 
2017–2020. As ever, at over 14 km2, Rathlin is much too large for two observers to attempt anything like comprehensive daily 
coverage in their free time, especially while also carrying out detailed recording of numerous other fauna, flora and fungi taxa. 
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 some areas received much more intensive coverage than others. In previous years, our observations have been biased 
towards the west end of the island where we lived and spent most of our time. In 2022 we were instead based near the harbour, 
and consequently Church Bay and the surrounding area became the most frequently watched part of the island. There was no 
coverage at all of some areas that are not publicly accessible, so we can only imagine what exciting rarities might have been 
hiding there. 
 
Coverage was not systematic, and the areas surveyed on any particular day were chosen based on various factors including 
weather conditions and expected bird activity at different seasons. For example, observations of the shore around Church Bay 
were most intense during the main wader passage periods, and efforts to record seabird passage focused on windy days in late 
summer and early autumn. In a change from previous years, most seawatching sessions were conducted from cliffs close to the 
East Lighthouse (rather than the Rue), and this new location seems to have great potential for rewarding seawatching, if only we 
could more reliably predict the conditions that produce exciting seabird movements (see our special section about Rathlin 
seawatching, page 28). 
 
Most of the records documented in this report are from our own sightings. However, as in previous years, observations 
contributed by visiting birders and islanders have added greatly to our own bird recording efforts. Where such records are 
mentioned, we have given the observer's initials in brackets (see list of contributors on page 82). In cases where rare species 
have been reported by other observers, we have only included these sightings if we have been able to verify the identification 
with certainty. As always, we are very grateful to all those who shared their sightings with us throughout the year. We have 
endeavoured to include everything, and we apologise if there are any sightings that we have forgotten to include. 
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Other bird surveys on Rathlin in 2021 and 2022 
In addition to our own personal recording and casual sightings reported to us by other observers, during the period covered by 
this report there have been several surveys and studies targeting particular species or groups of species. Some of these we have 
had direct involvement in ourselves, whereas others we have not, but where the results of these surveys have been made 
publicly available or kindly shared with us, we have incorporated such information into this report. 
 
Winter Greylag Goose surveys – December 2020–February 2021, and February 2022 

Following on from an initial study in 20171, counts of the island’s wintering Greylag Geese were carried out during the 2020/2021 

winter, and in February 2022. These surveys were organised by Causeway Coast and Glens Heritage Trust, with Ric Else carrying 
out the fieldwork requested.  
 
Seabird census – May–June 2021 
A comprehensive count of most of Rathlin’s nesting seabird species was carried out over three weeks during May–June 20212, 
providing a valuable snapshot of the island’s seabirds for the first time since the last such count was completed in 2011. These 
data on Rathlin’s significant breeding colonies are to contribute to a complete census of all seabirds in Britain and Ireland – 
Seabirds Count – that began in 2015 and is due to deliver a report in 20233. The seabird surveys on Rathlin (and some other parts 
of Northern Ireland) were achieved as part of the Marine Protected Areas Management and Monitoring Programme 
(MarPAMM), and managed by the British Trust for Ornithology (BTO). Seabirds on Rathlin were counted by five surveyors, using a 
combination of land- and boat-based surveys between 24th May and 13th June. The full BTO/MarPAMM report is available 
online2, and we have quoted the 2021 count totals in our species accounts. Census counts and other annual monitoring counts 
that are part of the Seabird Monitoring Programme (SMP) can be found online in the SMP database4. 
 
LIFE Raft seabird monitoring – March–August 2022 
A major project (under the name of LIFE Raft) to eradicate non-native Ferrets and Brown Rats from Rathlin is underway, with 
trapping due to begin from autumn 20235. Monitoring of seabirds and some other bird species is being carried out throughout 
the project. The fieldwork for this, carried out by James Crymble and Ric Else, began in 2022 with the aim of establishing baseline 
data on the island’s birds ahead of the removal of introduced predators. As well as routine monitoring of several seabird species, 
fieldwork in 2022 included land- and boat-based nocturnal surveys for Manx Shearwaters and European Storm-Petrels. Some 
results and observations from this monitoring are quoted within the individual species accounts in this report. 
 
NI Twite survey – May–July 2022 
A survey of breeding Twites in Northern Ireland was undertaken during the 2022 nesting season by RSPB staff and volunteers, as 
part of a national survey of the species. The last similar survey was in 20136. Rathlin is a key site for this scarce finch species in 
Ireland. Organisation and fieldwork for the survey was mainly carried out by Anne Guichard, working for RSPB. 
 
Other bird surveys and studies 
Other bird survey work on Rathlin during 2021 and 2022 included the usual annual monitoring by RSPB wardening staff of 
species on their reserves, particularly Corncrakes and some seabirds. The island’s breeding Peregrine Falcons were monitored by 
Jim Wells for the Northern Ireland Raptor Study Group for the 45th and 46th consecutive seasons, continuing a remarkable long-
term data set for this species. A Common Gull colour-ringing project, which began in 2017, was continued by Gareth Platt in both 
years. A study attempting to quantify the impacts of grazing Greylag Geese on Rathlin farmland was carried out by Queen’s 
University master’s student Mitchell Steele in August 20217. 

Surveying Rathlin’s epic seabird colony is a daunting challenge that requires both boat- and land-based observations.  
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Other events of 2021 and 2022 

Easing of Covid-19 restrictions 
The Covid-19 pandemic had little if any discernible impact on Rathlin’s birdlife, but it did of course greatly impact on human life. 
The effect probably most relevant to this report was on bird recording, by reducing the number of visitors to the island and 
constraining some activities. The Rathlin West Light Seabird Centre, a key source of interesting bird records from the staff, 
volunteers and visitors there, re-opened at the end of May 2021, after being closed to visitors throughout the 2020 season. Then 
the 2022 visitor season saw a return to something more closely resembling “normal” on Rathlin, although a number of factors 
meant that overall visitor numbers were not quite back to the levels of pre-pandemic years. 
 
Avian Influenza 
Major outbreaks of Avian Influenza were observed at numerous seabird colonies around the country during 2022, and effects of 
the disease were seen on Rathlin, mainly during the seabird breeding season. We provide an account of observations relating to 
this worrying issue starting on page 16. 
 
Opening of Craigmacagan reserve 
In spring 2022, the RSPB launched a new walking trail at Craigmacagan, opening this previously inaccessible area to the public 
and allowing easier viewing of the Common Gulls and other birds nesting along the shore, as well as the waterfowl on 
Craigmacagan Lough. Recording of birds and other taxa at the site should benefit from the new ease of access. 
 
 

Terminology 

Species names 
For many years (originally overseas) we have used eBird (https://ebird.org/) to handle our bird records. For a simple life, we have 
chosen to adopt the taxonomic authority used by that platform, and so species names and the order of the systematic list follow 
the eBird/Clements Checklist v20228 . Common names follow eBird’s English, United Kingdom subset of names which match 
prevailing usage in the UK (and Ireland), wherever names or spellings differ from those used in the (US) Clements checklist. 
 
Ageing 
For notable sightings, and particularly of gulls and raptors, we determined the age of the bird where possible. Specific ages are 
reported using ‘calendar year’ notation, where individuals hatched that year are in their first calendar year (abbreviated in the 
text to 1CY) up to 31st December, entering their second calendar year (2CY) on 1st January, and so on. ‘Juvenile’ 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 
using the calendar year system or simply as ‘immature’ until they reach breeding age and become ‘adult’. ‘Subadult’ is 
occasionally used for older immature birds that are nearing adult plumage.  
 
Seabird count units and productivity values 
In this report we refer a lot to seabird surveying, particularly in relation to the numbers observed during the 2021 census and 
productivity monitoring in 2022. Seabirds are often difficult to count accurately and in a consistent way that makes results 
comparable with previous and subsequent counts. Seabirds vary in their breeding habits, and so for each species there is a 
preferred survey method and unit of counting, where the aim might be to count all the individuals visible at the time of the 
survey, or count pairs that are actively nesting. Interpretation of the numbers recorded depends on the method and count unit 
used. Full details of the standard methods for surveying each species can be found in the Seabird Monitoring Handbook9, but 
here we briefly describe the count units that are mentioned in this report.  
 
Individuals is the unit used for Common Guillemot, Razorbill, Atlantic Puffin, and Black Guillemot counts. For Common 
Guillemots and Razorbills, all birds on suitable nesting ledges are counted, as their nests are hard to see or too densely packed 
together to discern individual nest sites. For Atlantic Puffin, birds on the land, in flight or on the water close to shore are all 
counted. In all cases, a count of individuals is difficult to equate to a number of breeding pairs, as at any given moment each 
nest site will have either both partners present and visible or just one (or, in the case of the Atlantic Puffins, often neither 
partner will be visible). For this reason quoting the population count in pairs is generally avoided, and just the count of 
individuals is used. However, it is worth bearing in mind that, as some proportion of adults will always be away from the island 
foraging at the time of the count, the true breeding population of adult birds will be substantially higher than the count of 
individuals that is recorded, although this true number is virtually impossible to know. 
 
For Black Guillemot counts, the method is to count all birds on land and on the water close to shore specifically at the time when 
the adults gather on the water close to the nesting colony early in the nesting season. The methods for counting Atlantic Puffins 
and Black Guillemot, whose nest sites are hidden in burrows or crevices, have considerable limitations, which are mentioned in 
those species accounts. Methods for counting breeding pairs by direct observation of active burrows can be used at other sites 

https://ebird.org/
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where the nesting colonies are more easily accessible to people, but on Rathlin the logistics of reaching nest areas makes this 
impracticable. 

Apparently occupied nests/sites/territories (AON / AOS / AOT) are the count units used for Great Skua, all gulls, Northern Fulmar, 
and European Shag. This count unit is used for species for which individual nesting sites are visible and readily discernible, and 
attempts to capture the number of breeding pairs, regardless of whether one or both parents is present at the time of counting. 
The distinction of “sites” is made for species such as Northern Fulmar that make little attempt at constructing an actual nest, 
and “territory” where the nesting site itself is not seen (e.g. for Great Skua) but a breeding pair is judged to be present. 

Productivity refers to an average measure of the number of chicks produced per nest, as an index of the breeding success of the 
colony. For some species, sample plots of nests have been monitored annually to measure breeding success, with greater 
coverage in 2022 during the LIFE Raft fieldwork. Productivity is calculated as the total number of chicks fledged from the sample 
plot, divided by the number of nests in the sample plot (usually of those where eggs were known to be laid). This number alone 
only gives a very general measure of nesting success, and interpretation can depend on the number of chicks typically produced 
by a species, so in most cases we have given additional details that put the figure in more context. 

 

And what even is a “seabird” anyway? 

Finally, the term seabird itself is used frequently but does not have a precise or consistent definition – its loosest meaning 
encompasses all bird species that occur at sea, which includes representatives of a diverse range of families. For the purpose of 
the Britain and Ireland seabird censuses and annual seabird monitoring, a selection of breeding species are considered, of which 
those that breed on Rathlin are given in Table 1 below.   

Some species spend much more of their lives far out at sea than others, such as the Northern Fulmar, Atlantic Puffin, and Black-
legged Kittiwake, which really only come to land to nest. Others are allowed into the special seabird club but actually have a 
much weaker claim to seabird status, like many of the gulls that spend much time on land (including venturing far inland) 
throughout the year, or European Shags that rarely stray far from the coast at any time of year. And there are some distinctly 
salty species that are excluded for no logical reason, such as the Common Eider, which is essentially a coastal species in much the 
same way as the European Shag or Black Guillemot. There are also plenty of additional species that can be observed in the seas 
around Rathlin, particularly during the autumn/winter period, and so in the context of seawatching and seabird passage, we 
refer to seabirds in the broadest sense.  

Table 1. Species breeding on Rathlin that are considered in the Britain and Ireland seabird censuses, and additional species that 
are encountered on Rathlin in the spring/summer. *Black Guillemots are not included in the main census counts as they require 
surveys at an earlier time. ^European Storm-Petrels are secretive and may be overlooked as a breeding species. &Manx 
Shearwaters were presumed extinct as a breeding species and were not included in recent Rathlin censuses, although 
observations in 2022 strongly suggest a population does exist. 

 

 Rathlin breeding species 
included in seabird censuses 

Other species seen in spring/summer 
but not known to breed 

Skuas Great Skua  

Auks Common Guillemot 
Razorbill 
Black Guillemot* 
Atlantic Puffin 

 

Gulls Black-legged Kittiwake 
Black-headed Gull 
 
Common Gull 
Herring Gull 
Lesser Black-backed Gull 
Great Black-backed Gull 

 
 
Mediterranean Gull 
 
 
 
 

Terns  Sandwich Tern 

Tubenoses  
Northern Fulmar 
 

European Storm-Petrel^ 

 

Manx Shearwater& 

Gannets, 
Cormorants, 
etc. 

 
 
European Shag 

Northern Gannet 
Great Cormorant 
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Looking southwards across the exposed shores of Church Bay towards the dramatic cliffs of Fair Head on the mainland. 

 

Locations 

Within this report we have often made reference to townlands when reporting the general locations of sightings on the island, 
which are located as shown on the map in Figure 1, along with additional specific locations that we have also mentioned. 
 

Figure 1. Rathlin townlands map, with additional locations (based on map created by NordNordWest10).   
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Summary of 2021 and 2022 
 

Number of species recorded 

2022 was our fifth full year of dedicated bird recording on Rathlin Island and, as ever, a wide range of species was recorded. 
During the year we observed 154 bird species on Rathlin, and we are aware of just two additional species which were seen on 
the island by other observers, bringing the 2022 Rathlin year-list to 156 species (see full list on page 31). This total is slightly 
higher than 2017 (150 species), 2018 and 2020 (both 154 species), but well below the exceptional total of 167 recorded in 2019 
(Figure 2). 
 
Late summer into early autumn was particularly productive in 2022, and the monthly species totals for August and September 
were the highest we have ever recorded (Figure 2). Once again spring sightings failed to match up to the dizzy heights of 2019, 
and although April provided a promising start, things rather fizzled out in May, and overall our species totals very closely 
matched the other previous years. From our data so far, it seems we might now expect to see around 155 species on Rathlin in 
any ‘normal’ year, but of course we’ll always be hoping to see a repeat of 2019’s total, or maybe even exceed it one day! 

 

 

 
Figure 2. Monthly and cumulative bird species totals for 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2022.  
Notes: November 2018 is omitted from the chart because there was minimal bird recording effort that month. All other months in 
the years covered by the graph had observer coverage for at least two weeks. 2017 is omitted to avoid over-cluttering and 
because overall recording effort was somewhat lower than in subsequent years. 2021 is omitted because there was little observer 
coverage for much of that year. 

 
 
Due to limited recording effort we cannot attempt a complete total number of species for 2021, but we are aware of a further 
three species (Mute Swan, Balearic Shearwater and Yellowhammer) which were recorded in that year but not seen in 2022. 
Therefore, the species accounts in this report cover 159 accepted species (plus a few other taxa that are not considered as full 
species).  
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Additions to the Rathlin bird list  

2022’s total of 156 species included two that had never been recorded on Rathlin before: the long-anticipated Curlew Sandpiper, 
at least four of which flaunted themselves on the shores of Church Bay over the first half of September, and the rather more 
unexpected Radde’s Warbler, which briefly popped out of the undergrowth a few times one afternoon and was never seen 
again. 

With these additions, Rathlin’s all-time bird list stands at approximately 219 species (plus one or two of doubtfully wild origins), 
although changing taxonomy and species names, and the unverifiability of some historical records, makes it difficult to pin down 
this number precisely. We can at least be more precise about the number of species recorded since our own observations on the 
island began in 2017, which comes to a total of 188. Since the start of the 21st Century, we make the total number of bird 
species recorded on Rathlin to be 201. (See our 2019 report for more on historical bird records for Rathlin.) 
 

For a little brown job, the Radde’s Warbler (left) was rather distinctive, with bright legs and a long bold eyebrow. The Curlew 
Sandpipers (right) were all fresh juveniles sporting scaly upperparts, clean white bellies and a peachy wash on the breast. 
 
 

Breeding birds  

More than 65 bird species breed on Rathlin each year, and we mention just some of the more notable ones here. Further details 
for these and others, where known, are given in the individual species accounts later in the report. See also our 2020 report, 
which includes a table summarising past and present breeding species and their breeding status on the island at that time. 
 
The main headlines in 2021 and 2022 centred on Rathlin’s Corncrakes. With up to five calling males present in 2021, and four in 
2022, these are the first years since the 1980s in which multiple males have held territory on the island (per Liam McFaul). (In 
2019, a calling female was present, as well as one territorial male in a separate part of the island. Another male was heard on 
one day only but didn’t appear to establish a territory.) Encouragingly, most of these birds were using the areas where habitat 
has been specifically created and managed for this species – a great result for the years of hard work and perseverance by all the 
RSPB staff, volunteers and supporters involved. Two chicks brought home by a pet cat in 2021 was a disappointing event that 
demonstrated yet another threat faced by Corncrakes (and any other ground-nesting birds, not to mention prey of other taxa) on 
Rathlin. Nonetheless, these were the first Corncrake chicks actually seen on Rathlin for more than 20 years. 
 
The other big news involved the rediscovery of Manx Shearwaters on Rathlin during the 2022 breeding season. Once a 
prominent feature in the islanders’ lore (and possibly also their diets), the most recent count for Manx Shearwaters appears to 
be of 300 individuals estimated in 19854. Less than ten years later none could be found and they had since been presumed 
extinct on the island, although occasional birds heard calling at night suggested the possibility that small numbers were still 
clinging on in some corner of the island (per Liam McFaul). Nocturnal surveys as part of the LIFE Raft project in 2022 found 
dozens of Manx Shearwaters to be present around the cliffs on the north side of the island throughout the nesting season, and 
some of these birds were observed landing on suitable-looking cliff ledges. The observations very strongly suggest that a nesting 
colony exists, but the inaccessibility of these sites meant that no conclusive proof of breeding was found. An empty eggshell 
found below the cliffs where the birds were seen landing looked (and smelled!) excitingly like a Manx Shearwater egg, as well as 
matching the reported size parameters, which are smaller than those given for Northern Fulmar11. Disappointingly, however, 
DNA-testing revealed that the egg did in fact come from the latter species. 
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Highs and lows for seabirds: the 2021 census count of Common Guillemots (bottom right) marked Rathlin as the largest colony of 
all UK and Ireland, but 2022 saw bird flu affecting this species. Northern Fulmars (bottom left) continue to show worrying rates 
of failure, but Atlantic Puffins (top left) keep battling against the odds and appeared to have their most successful nesting season 
of recent years. An incomplete count of Black Guillemots (top right) in 2022 recorded the highest number of this species for two 
decades.  
 
 
The 2021 seabird census2 provided a new estimate of Rathlin’s seabird colony, updating the last whole-island species counts that 
were made ten years ago, and we quote these figures in the individual species accounts. The count of 149,510 adult Common 
Guillemots on nesting ledges is the highest ever for this species on Rathlin, and around 19,000 more than in the 2011 census. 
Despite the great difficulty in counting such huge numbers of this species, the result indicates a substantial increase. Based on 
the latest counts, Rathlin currently has the largest colony of Common Guillemots in UK and Ireland. The total of 22,421 adult 
Razorbills on nesting ledges is very similar to the count from ten years earlier, and Rathlin probably holds the second largest 
colony of this species in UK and Ireland. 
 
The reported total of 407 Atlantic Puffins is the lowest ever and, while we believe this number very much under-represents the 
true population, a substantial decline over the preceding decades is undeniable. On the positive side, observations in 2022 
suggested that the Puffins had a much better breeding season than in other recent years. An unusually low whole-island Black 
Guillemot count was recorded in 2021 (not as part of the census, which was carried out later than the optimum time to survey 
this species), but observations the following year were of reassuringly higher numbers with up to 189 adults present. The 2022 
figure covered only the main sub-colony, and although it didn’t include (probably small numbers of) additional birds nesting 
elsewhere around the island, it was nonetheless close to the highest ever Black Guillemot count recorded here. 
 
Black-legged Kittiwakes have had a run of good breeding seasons, and the 2021 count of 13,706 pairs – the highest count ever 
and nearly 5,800 more than in 2011 – reflects their recent success. They had another successful nesting season in 2022. 
European Shags also had a very good 2022 season in which 87% of monitored nests fledged at least one chick. Observations 
suggested that the island population must have been around 100 pairs, somewhat higher than the 74 apparently occupied nests 
recorded in the 2021 census and other recent counts. Northern Fulmars have been suffering poor breeding success for several 
years now, and this trend continued in 2022. The count of 1,038 apparently occupied nests in 2021 was only about half as many 
as were recorded in 1999, when the population of this species appears to have been at its peak. A single pair of Great Skuas, still 
the only confirmed pair in Northern Ireland, returned to their territory on Rathlin in both years. Continuing their familiar pattern 
of mixed fortunes, they raised a single chick in 2021, but failed and departed very early in the season in 2022. Other colonies of 
this species suffered catastrophically from HPAI in 2022, and Rathlin’s tiny population could be in danger of being lost altogether.   
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In June, feeding frenzies of mainly Lesser Black-backed Gulls and Herring Gulls (left) formed in the harbour, while down at the 
Rue it was heartening to see more Common Gull chicks (right) appearing this year. 
 
 
The island’s Lesser Black-backed Gull colony continued its upward trajectory, with a record count of 519 apparently occupied 
nests recorded in the 2021 census. Herring Gulls, having crashed from thousands of nests in the 1980s to just five in 2007, 
appear to be staging a modest comeback, having increased to 83 apparently occupied nests in 2021. The Common Gull 
population does not seem to have changed dramatically, but after a run of poor years it was encouraging to see that they had a 
more successful season in 2022. Meanwhile, the island’s former Black-headed Gull colonies have been all but abandoned in the 
last couple of years, although a small colony of about 14 pairs established at a new location in 2022. 
 
Rathlin’s Peregrine Falcons appeared to have relatively poor years in both 2021 and 2022: three pairs fledged six young between 
them in 2021, and only two pairs were known to nest in 2022, fledging at least three young. In 2022, Eurasian Sparrowhawks 
probably nested in at least two locations, and at least three pairs of Long-eared Owls succeeded in fledging young. 
 
The Twite survey in 2022 recorded the species as present in six locations during the nesting season, and separately a recently 
fledged juvenile was seen. Some birds may well have been present in other parts of the island that were not surveyed, and the 
result is similar to the seven occupied locations recorded in the previous (2013) survey6. A pair of Siskins nested successfully in 
2022, and European Greenfinches probably nested in two parts of the island. 
 
Several Common Grasshopper Warblers held territory during the spring of 2022, and nesting presumably occurred. Likewise, 
Common Cuckoos were heard in numerous places over an extended period and it seems likely that the species bred, even if no 
definite evidence was observed. Spotted Flycatchers were suspected to have made a nesting attempt in one location in 2022, 
although this could not be confirmed, and sightings of Eurasian Treecreepers at Kinramer throughout the year suggested that 
breeding probably occurred secretively in that area. 
 
 
Species that did not breed 

A few species which have nested on the island in recent years were not known to do so in 2021 and/or 2022. After a small 
number of birds breeding annually since at least 2017 (although we don’t know if they bred in 2021), there did not appear to be 
any Common Chiffchaffs attempting to nest on the island in 2022. A few of both Collared Dove and Common Woodpigeon were 
seen at times during the spring or summer in 2022 but, as far as we know, neither species bred. No Northern Lapwings were 
present in the breeding season, and this once common breeding species has not nested on Rathlin since at least 2015 (although 
there was an apparent short-lived attempt in 2018). Wild, resident Rock Doves have been completely absent for at least six years 
and are presumably gone for good. 
 
Once again, Red-billed Choughs were absent in 2021 and 2022. Formerly one of Rathlin’s star avian attractions, the species last 
nested here in 2016, with the final member of the population remaining until 2018 (see the 2019 Rathlin Bird Report for more 
detail on the rise and fall and rise and fall of Choughs on Rathlin).  
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Rarities and other notable migrants 
 
Many interesting and notable species were recorded during the two years covered by this report. No two years on Rathlin are 
ever the same, and one of the joys of birding is you never know when you might stumble upon something surprising. We briefly 
summarise the main highlights here, and further details for each can be found in the individual species accounts.  

The most exceptional sighting of the year was the Radde’s Warbler in October – a new species for Rathlin and just the second of 
its kind to be recorded in Northern Ireland. Rose-coloured Starling was, remarkably, recorded in both 2021 and 2022, these 
being the second and third records of this species on the island, after one that was present in June 2002. A Great Shearwater 
seen from cliffs near the East Lighthouse on 16th August was the first sighting from the island since one was reported from the 
same vantage point more than 60 years earlier12. 2022 was an exceptional year for Curlew Sandpipers, which although not a 
great rarity in a wider regional context, had somehow avoided ever being recorded on Rathlin. Luckily, a flood of this species 
across the UK and Ireland delivered four juveniles to Rathlin in August, finally plugging this most conspicuous gap in the island’s 
bird list. 

The Western Yellow Wagtail present for several weeks in August appeared to belong to one of the southern European 
subspecies, which would have made it a very significant rarity in Northern Ireland, but clinching its identity to subspecific level 
proved impossible – our special section on this bird (page 24) recounts this ordeal in detail. A Common Teal of the North 
American subspecies ‘Green-winged Teal’ in June 2021 was the first of its kind to be reported on Rathlin. 

Further highlights of 2021 and 2022 were Rathlin’s second documented record of Long-tailed Skua, the fourth Green Sandpiper, 
and the fifth and sixth Stock Doves. Other notables included the first Mute Swans (x7) and Grey Phalaropes (x4) since 2015, the 
first Gadwalls (x3) since 2017, the first Little Auk since 2018, Dark-bellied Brent Goose, Sabine’s Gull (x5), White-tailed Eagle 
(x5), Golden Eagle (x3), Yellow-browed Warbler (x3), Wood Warbler, Ring Ouzel (x4), Tree Pipit (x3) and Lapland Bunting (x2).  

A Rose-coloured Starling (left) was present for at least five days in June 2022 but for a bird with striking pink plumage it could be 
surprisingly hard to catch sight of in the long grass. Less able to keep a low profile was a subadult Golden Eagle (right), seen 
numerous times between the start of April and early May. 

 

Notable omissions 
 

Numerous regular species were not recorded in 2021 simply due to lack of recording effort for much of the season, and we don’t 
consider that year any further here. In 2022, with our own coverage back to previous levels, a number of species that have been 
recorded with some regularity in recent years still evaded detection. The most surprising of these was Whinchat which, with 
around ten records annually from 2017 to 2020, was a bird we would have considered virtually guaranteed to appear each year. 

Another blank year for Common Redstart means that the species has not been recorded since 2017, remaining a bafflingly rare 
migrant on Rathlin. The slightly more regular Black Redstart was also absent in 2022, as were Garden Warbler, Marsh Harrier 
and the usually annual Short-eared Owl. Despite reasonable seawatching effort in 2022 and some excellent days of seabird 
passage, neither Leach’s Storm-Petrel nor Balearic Shearwater were recorded (although there was a report of the latter in 
2021). 

Among other species proving surprisingly rare on Rathlin, both Western Osprey and Lesser Whitethroat were last recorded here 
in 2014, and both Pied Flycatcher and Little Stint were last recorded as long ago as 196112.  
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Arrival dates of spring migrants 
 
Each year we review the dates of the first spring and autumn observations of a selection of migrant species (Tables 2 and 3), and 
our accumulating data show that the appearance of many species is remarkably consistent, but each year brings a few surprises. 
 

Four species set new earliest arrival dates in 2022 (Table 2), while another five equalled the earliest recorded date from previous 
years. Perhaps the most notable early bird was Corncrake, with the arrival of the first calling male 11 days earlier than in any 
previous year perhaps an early sign that the species was on for a good season.  
 

The first Atlantic Puffin landing of the year is always eagerly anticipated, and has been remarkably consistent on 26th-27th 
March. In 2021, we booked our own migration from Rathlin for the end of March, expecting to see the Puffins arrive before we 
left, but a big storm blew in, the cliffs remained empty each morning, and for a few days there was no travelling at sea for 
seabirds nor boats. Calmer conditions came on 30th March, and we were able to welcome back the first Puffins just an hour or 
so before we left the island. In 2022 the weather behaved itself and the first Puffins arrived as per their normal schedule. 
 

The first Sand Martin was very late, arriving later than both Common House Martin and Barn Swallow, despite the former of 
these also arriving later than usual. The complete absence of Whinchat in 2022 was surprising, as this was the first year of those 
with comparable survey effort that this species has not been recorded. In a few cases, mainly Dunlin and Sanderling, occasional 
birds have been seen well before the expected passage period for these species. Such records are considered to be locally 
wintering birds, rather than migrants on active spring passage, and are not included in the table. 
 

 
Table 2. First recorded dates of selected spring migrants in 2017, 2018, 2019 and 2020. Earliest date across all years is shown in 
bold. Due to lack of daily coverage for much of the spring in 2021, we are only able to give first dates for those species arriving 
before the end of March. Whinchat was not observed at all in 2022. * Birds were already present when observations began on 
this date, having presumably arrived some time earlier.  

Species 
First record in spring 

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 

Lesser Black-backed Gull 25th Mar* 22nd Feb 15th Feb 20th Feb 1st Feb 25th Feb 

Northern Wheatear 24th Mar* 19th Mar 20th Mar 22nd Mar 23rd Mar 19th Mar 

Common Chiffchaff 25th Mar* 7th Apr 19th Mar 23rd Mar - 19th Mar 

Great Skua 1st Apr 29th Mar 19th Mar 30th Mar 27th Mar 25th Mar 

Atlantic Puffin 27th Mar 27th Mar 27th Mar 26th Mar 30th Mar 26th Mar 

Manx Shearwater 30th Mar 2nd Apr 26th Mar 24th Mar - 3rd Apr 

Whimbrel 25th Mar 29th Mar 18th Apr 10th Apr - 13th Apr 

Sand Martin 30th Mar 14th Apr 29th Mar 22nd Mar - 16th Apr 

Willow Warbler 27th Mar 7th Apr 6th Apr 5th Apr - 30th Mar 

Sandwich Tern 6th Apr 3rd Apr 4th Apr 25th Apr - 3rd Apr 

Eurasian Blackcap 3rd Apr 8th Apr 6th Apr 3rd Apr - 10th Apr 

Barn Swallow 6th Apr 7th Apr 6th Apr 5th Apr - 6th Apr 

Common House Martin 8th Apr 8th Apr 8th Apr 5th Apr - 15th Apr 

White Wagtail 2nd Apr 12th Apr 10th Apr 8th Apr - 31st Mar 

Common Sandpiper 18th Apr 17th Apr 16th Apr 16th Apr - 12th Apr 

Sedge Warbler 17th Apr 20th Apr 19th Apr 11th Apr - 19th Apr 

Dunlin 19th Apr 5th May 11th Apr 11th Apr - 11th Apr 

Common Grasshopper Warbler 27th Apr 27th Apr 19th Apr 15th Apr - 18th Apr 

Tree Pipit 30th Apr 25th Apr 21st Apr 7th Apr - 15th Apr 

Whinchat 1st May 29th Apr 19th Apr 25th Apr - - 

Common Whitethroat 3rd May 29th Apr 26th Apr 16th Apr - 20th Apr 

Common Cuckoo 30th Apr 27th Apr 1st May 17th Apr - 29th Apr 

Corncrake 12th May 27th Apr 18th May 3rd May 24th Apr 13th Apr 

Spotted Flycatcher 10th May 5th May 8th May 8th May - 15th May 

Sanderling 30th Apr 11th May 7th May 17th May - 23rd Apr 

Common Swift 5th May 11th May 20th Jun 6th May - 7th May 
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Corncrakes (left) were exceptionally eager in 2022, with the first male cranking out his crkkkk-crkkkk on the early date of 13th 
April, and a couple of birds even showing themselves close to the road. White Wagtails (right) also made an early appearance. 
 
 

Arrival dates of autumn migrants 

For many species, the onset of autumn migration is less clear-cut than spring, with birds that have bred or recently fledged on 
Rathlin masking passage of those from further north. In some cases, it can even be hard to tell where spring migration ends and 
autumn migration begins, such as for some wader species where birds assumed to be failed breeders can return surprisingly 
soon after the northward passage dries up.  

In 2022, the first autumn Redwing arrived very early (Table 3), although no further birds were seen until the more typical period 
in early October. Eurasian Woodcock was very late arriving in 2022, perhaps due to conditions remaining mild, but once they did 
start to arrive from early November, they seemed more numerous than in previous winters. 
 

 

Table 3. First recorded dates of a few selected autumn migrants in 2022, and in each of the three years 2018–2020. Earliest 
date across all years is shown in bold. 2017 and 2021 are omitted as there was insufficient recording in September and October 
in either of these years. *Excludes an unusual early record in July. 

Species 
First record in autumn 

2018 2019 2020 2022 

Pink-footed Goose 21st September 15th September 24th September 16th September 

Whooper Swan 2nd October 1st October* 2nd October 7th October 

Eurasian Woodcock 28th October 13th October 16th October 5th November 

Fieldfare 16th October 15th October 13th October 18th October 

Redwing 6th October 13th October 4th October 22nd September 

Brambling 18th October 19th October 6th October 24th October 

Snow Bunting 13th October 1st October 6th October 6th October 
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Avian Influenza in Rathlin’s wild birds in 2022 
 
Severe outbreaks of Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza Virus (HPAI, or more informally, bird flu) were observed in wild bird 
populations around the UK and Ireland in spring and summer 2022 (and earlier), with several seabird colonies in particular 
suffering devastating losses. Signs of an outbreak among Rathlin’s seabirds were seen from late June, and in the subsequent 
weeks we observed more sick and dead birds than usual, both at the seabird cliffs near the West Light and washing up on the 
beaches around the island. In July, three Common Guillemots that came ashore in Church Bay were tested and all were found 
to be positive for HPAI. Common Guillemots were the most numerous victims, but Black-legged Kittiwakes and smaller 
numbers of a variety of other species also appeared to be affected.  

It is impossible to quantify the overall impact of avian influenza on Rathlin’s seabird populations in 2022, but the timing of the 
outbreak, which came towards the end of the Common Guillemot nesting season, and the apparent localisation of affected 
birds mainly in one part of the island, may have helped to constrain it. As far as it was possible to tell, the impact on Rathlin’s 
seabirds was not as bad as we might have feared from seeing what has occurred at other colonies, although there is a worry 
that considerable mortality continued to occur, largely unobserved, after birds had departed the colony. We are now braced 
to observe what will occur in 2023. 

Watching for winter warning signs 

Through the winter of 2021/22, having heard of the Scottish islands suffering worrying losses to avian influenza, particularly in 
Great Skuas during the previous summer13, followed by shocking numbers of Barnacle Geese and other wildfowl succumbing to 
the virus on the Solway14, it seemed a grim inevitability that sooner or later we would see the affects reaching Rathlin.  

Generally, we have found that dead seabirds on Rathlin’s shores are encountered surprisingly infrequently, even after the worst 
storms of winter, and when many are reported at other beaches along the north coast. We wonder if this is due to the action of 
the currents around the island that permit only a few to wash ashore here. 

During our winter beachcombing we didn’t see anything much out of the ordinary – perhaps slightly more dead seabirds than 
previously, but still barely into double figures overall. An unrelenting series of storms in February delivered the dead bodies of a 
Northern Fulmar and an Atlantic Puffin, both unusual finds, followed by an emaciated immature Common Guillemot, and then 
another Puffin. Dead Puffins are a rare occurrence here in winter, but there had been reports throughout the winter of 
numerous dead and sick Puffins washing up on beaches elsewhere, so it was almost more surprising that we only encountered 
two. The Puffin wrecks had been particularly in the north of Scotland15, but dead birds were also observed coming ashore much 
closer to home on the NI north coast and in Donegal. The number of dead Puffins involved pointed to an exceptional and 
worrying occurrence, but it was not thought to be related to HPAI. 

We also observed a small series of dead Common Eiders on the shores of Church Bay. As for any species that is commonly 
present year-round, a single dead individual doesn’t stand out as suspicious, but finding a dead male in December, a dead female 
in early March, and then a sick male seen in late March possibly added up to a Rathlin-sized pattern of illness in this species. 
 
Signs in the seabird breeding colony 

In the spring, the seabird nesting season kicked off and all seemed normal on Rathlin, even while reports of severe outbreaks at 
Scottish seabird colonies were coming in. The first signs of illness indicating HPAI on Rathlin were noted in the second half of 
June. On 23rd June, around 10 dead adult Common Guillemots were visible on the rock platform below the colony at the West 
Light, as well as a few dead chicks. Birds die for all sorts of reasons, and it is normal to see small numbers of dead birds in and 
around the busy colony of many thousands. But as numbers escalated in the following days, it soon became clear that something 
out of the ordinary was happening. 

By 28th June, the same area of rock platform had at least 20 dead adult Common Guillemots and 25 dead chicks visible. Several 
moribund adults were also present and showing obvious symptoms of illness – lack of coordination, head-rolling, lying immobile 
in puddles, etc were all distressing behaviours that we had not observed here before. Some Guillemot chicks were also seen 
standing by themselves, unattended by adults.  It was also on 28th June that the year’s first Guillemot “jumpling” was seen 
fledging from the colony, and we fervently hoped that as many as possible would fledge quickly and get away from the colony 
before the disease could take further hold. The following day, the number of dead adults visible was at least 32, and although the 
number of dead chicks was reduced, it was observed that these were being scavenged by gulls, which was likely to be masking 
the true number. Despite the gulls, the dead chick count began to rise steadily over the next week. 

Meanwhile, during our daily observations of Church Bay beaches, the rate at which we were finding the remains of dead birds on 
the strandlines increased, from the usual sporadic occurrence to a slow but steady trickle of one or two fresh carcasses every day 
throughout July. It was typically Common Guillemots found, or less frequently Kittiwakes and Razorbills. Initially we mainly found 
fresh remains that had been stripped by scavengers, and little could be inferred as to the likely cause of death, except that it was 
unusual to be finding them at this time of year.  
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4th July 2022: dead Common Guillemot adults and chicks scattered across the rock platform at the West Light. 

 
Confirmation of Avian Influenza 

The suspected outbreak of HPAI was reported to DAERA, who sent two representatives to the island to follow up the report. 
However, the location of the dead and dying birds below the cliffs at the West Light was inaccessible and they were not able to 
obtain any for testing. On 4th July, a moribund adult Common Guillemot came ashore on the harbour beach. This bird was 
collected to take it away from this busy public area and to secure it for testing, and it died a short time later. On 6th July, DAERA 
representatives visited the island again to collect this bird, and also collected a further two Common Guillemots that had arrived 
on the shore of Church Bay in an incapacitated state. The following day it was confirmed that all these birds had tested positive 
for HPAI16. On 11th July, DAERA confirmed further positive tests from birds washed up on nearby parts of the mainland coast – 
one Gannet and four Common Guillemots found at Portrush West Strand and Portballintrae17. 

4th – 8th July 2022: Common Guillemot victims of HPAI appearing in Church Bay. 

 

Escalation of the outbreak 

At the West Light cliffs, the number of dead Common Guillemots visible on and around the rock platform had continued to build 
daily, and had risen to at least 50 adults and 109 chicks by 6th July. There were now some signs of Kittiwakes being affected here 
too, with three dead adults on the rocks below the colony. Almost all the dead birds were concentrated on the rocks at the base 
of the cliffs, with hardly any signs of sick and dying birds actually in the nesting colony. The Rathlin West Light Seabird Centre 
remained open to the public as normal, as the viewing areas did not bring visitors into close proximity with the seabirds. 
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As Common Guillemot chicks continued to fledge each evening, dead jumplings began appearing in Church Bay – something we 
have not observed in previous years. Following a mass fledging event the previous evening, at least 5 dead chicks were noticed 
washing ashore on 7th July, with some being eaten by large gulls. Two apparently confused adult Common Guillemots were also 
present in the bay, calling repeatedly as if trying to locate their chicks. Similar scenes occurred over the next few mornings, with 
at least nine chicks seen floating just offshore from Church Bay on 10th July.  

More chicks were washing up on the tideline below the seabird colony at the West Light, adding to the accumulation of dead 
Common Guillemot chicks already on the rocks there. At least four more dead and moribund adult Common Guillemots also 
washed ashore in Church Bay during the same period, and Hooded Crows were noted picking at the bodies. Then on 12th July, 
two dead Hooded Crows were found on the same strandline, an unusual occurrence that could be linked to the scavenging of 
infected dead seabirds. Three more Hooded Crows were found dead in other parts of the island later the same week, and several 
dead large gulls on the shores of Ushet Lough and Craigmacagan Lough were also potential (perhaps likely) victims of the 
disease. 

Back at the West Light, very few new dead Common Guillemot adults were appearing, but dead chicks continued to accumulate 
on the rocks, with a peak of at least 160 visible there on 12th July. Some of these had died before fledging, but others had clearly 
made it into the water before dying and washing back in on the tide. The number of dead adult Kittiwakes in the same area had 
increased to at least 10 on 13th July, and this number more than doubled in the following week. 

13th July 2022: Great Black-backed Gulls scavenging a strandline littered with seabirds at Stacknavarlea. The remains of more 
than 60 birds can be seen in this photo, mostly Common Guillemot jumplings. 

 

Trouble at sea 

Despite the number of dead Common Guillemot adults and chicks being unusually high (although still a tiny proportion of 
Rathlin’s huge colony), and the presence of HPAI being confirmed, it still seemed as though the island’s seabird colony had largely 
escaped the devastation that had been reported on some Scottish islands. Jumplings were still fledging from the cliffs each night 
in the same thrilling and noisy spectacle as in previous years, swimming out to sea and (we hoped) to safety with their parents. 
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However, larger numbers of dead birds soon began washing up on beaches on the coast of mainland Northern Ireland and the 
Mull of Kintyre in Scotland (about 35km east of Rathlin). 60–70 dead Common Guillemots were reported floating on the sea 
close to the Gobbins (Islandmagee, County Antrim) on 13th July. Several more dead and moribund birds appeared on Portrush 
beach on the same date, followed by many more washing up there the following day (per Richard Donaghey). On 15th July, 148 
dead Common Guillemots were counted along just one mile of beach at Westport on the Mull of Kintyre, along with a few 
seabirds of other species (per Tom Lowe). A couple of days later, similar scenes were found on other parts of the same coastline, 
including 106 Common Guillemots on a mile of beach at Bellochantuy, 91 more along just half a mile of coast at A’Chleit, and 
further birds (not counted) along the mainland coast opposite the Isle of Gigha. We have no information about the origins of 
these birds, but it makes us worry that the large colony on Rathlin may have been a key contributor of victims. It may be that the 
impact of HPAI on Rathlin’s Common Guillemot colony was considerably more severe than was apparent to observers on the 
island, especially if much mortality occurring among birds that had already departed, and if the vast majority of birds washed up 
on other coastlines. 

A boat trip around Rathlin on 24th July reported hundreds of dead birds in the water (per Richard Donaghey) and 8 Common 
Guillemots were found washed up at Doon Bay the following day. However, from this point onwards very few auks remained on 
and around Rathlin, and little further evidence of HPAI was seen in any species by observers on the island. Despite a small 
number of Kittiwakes appearing to be affected by the disease, it did not seem to spread widely in their colony and the species 
was observed to have another very good breeding season (see Kittiwake species account).  

While observations from the island and particularly the indications from other nearby coasts are that Rathlin’s seabirds, 
particularly the Common Guillemots, suffered significant losses, the full effect of the 2022 HPAI outbreak may not become 
apparent until subsequent breeding seasons. Even then, only a drastic decline would be easily detectable in such a large colony. 
The catastrophic impacts to other colonies demonstrate how devastating this disease can be on seabird populations, and the 
potential threat of further HPAI outbreaks will remain a great worry in the years to come. 

27th July 2022: on Ballycastle strand were the remains of at least 7 Common Guillemot adults and 2 jumplings, a Kittiwake chick, 
and another unidentified gull chick.  



20 

A close encounter with the White-fronted Geese in 2018, winging their way overhead in a lovely display of black belly bands. 

 

 

Wintering Greenland White-fronted Geese on Rathlin 
 

Since we first discovered them here in 2017, Rathlin’s shy and elusive wintering flock of Greenland White-fronted Geese has 
fascinated and frustrated us in equal measure. Here we devote a special section to these sneaky but significant winter 
residents, to summarise everything that we have learned about them so far, and also highlight what still remains unknown. 
 
Greenland White Fronted Goose Anser albifrons flavirostris is a subspecies of Greater White-fronted Goose that breeds in 
western Greenland. The entire population migrates to Ireland and Britain for the winter, and the latest annual census recorded 
just over 18,000 birds over the winter of 2021/202218 – a decrease on previous years that highlights the vulnerability of this 
subspecies with a highly restricted geographical range. The largest wintering numbers occur on Islay and in County Wexford, but 
despite lying between these two populations, Northern Ireland only sees very small numbers of these birds overwintering, and a 
wintering flock on Rathlin was apparently not known prior to 2017. Our observations of these geese on the island over the last 
six winters have allowed us to piece together their movements into a pattern that is, if not always predictable (more about this 
below!), then at least fairly regular. 
 
Discovery and mystery 

In our first few years on the island, we were able to establish that the small wintering flock of Greenland White-fronted Geese 
was present annually between November and early April. Most of our sightings were of this flock flying south or southwest over 
Kinramer early in the morning, and it became apparent that the birds were roosting on Rathlin at night, usually in the area 
around Cleggan Lough, but making regular commutes over to the mainland for the day. As confirmation of this, we occasionally 
saw them arriving back on Rathlin late in the evening, usually in near-darkness. 

We watched for the geese departing the island on many winter mornings, and virtually all of our observations of the geese fitted 
this pattern. Occasionally, they would spend a greater part of the day on the island, only departing on their usual route in the 
late morning. Rarely, we came across the geese when they were still at Cleggan Lough or in the nearby rough grassland. On such 
occasions, these very alert and shy birds invariably spotted us coming a mile away and immediately took off and disappeared 
from view. 

It was really by having the good fortune to live at Kinramer, right on their usual flight path, that we made this discovery. 
Otherwise, the habits of these geese, slipping quietly away from the island in the early morning and only sneaking back at 
nightfall, make them particularly easy to overlook. It is possible that Greenland White-fronted Geese have only recently adopted 
Rathlin as a regular wintering site, but equally, knowing how shy, sneaky and elusive they are, it would not surprise us if they 
had been going about their routine here unnoticed for a long while. 

In 2017, this wintering flock of Greenland White-fronted Geese numbered a maximum of nine birds, but we observed up to 14 in 
2018, and up to 15 for the next couple of winters. During the winter of 2021–2022, we saw up to 20 together, including eight 
young birds. Interestingly, although the flock members always seem to stick tightly together through most of the winter, they 
often decreased steadily in number as spring approaches, suggesting that they do not migrate back to Greenland as a unit. 
Similarly, the flock size usually increases during the winter, perhaps as some members arrive back from the north later than 
others, or spend time elsewhere before joining up with Rathlin birds. 

At this point, the big mystery for us was their daytime destination. The nearest known regular winter site for Greenland White-
fronted Geese on the mainland is the Lough Foyle/Swilly area, which at more than 50km away had to be too far from Rathlin for 
daily commuting. There were past sightings of birds using fields in the Dervock area (per Richard Donaghey), but no recent 
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records there. We regularly publicised our sightings of the Rathlin flock heading over to the North Coast in the hope of 
encouraging reports of mainland sightings, but their daytime haunts remained unknown. 
 
A successful wild goose chase on the mainland 

On 15th January 2022, we saw our flock of 20 heading south over Kebble, and with a spotting scope we were just about able to 
watch their path all the way to the mainland, reaching the coast somewhere around Carrick-a-rede and appearing to continue 
inland and out of sight. From their direction of travel, we drew up a likely target area in which we thought they must have been 
heading.  

Then on 24th January we had to go to the mainland ourselves, so we took the opportunity to go on a real wild goose chase. 
In the early morning, we positioned ourselves at the Portaneevy viewpoint, looking back across to Rathlin while trying to shelter 
from the icy wind. Right on schedule, the familiar flock of 20 came into view, winging their way across from the island, 
eventually crossing the coast just to the east of us and disappearing from sight, heading further inland. We jumped into the car 
and set off in pursuit, zigzagging along a maze of unfamiliar country lanes, all surrounded by suitable looking grass fields, and we 
thought surely this was going to be like looking for a cluster of 20 white-fronted needles in a haystack. The first convenient 
stopping place happened to be between Lagavara and Maghernahar, with views over a wide expanse of potential goose habitat, 
and we parked up to scan the area. With the first casual glance out of the car window, we spotted a flock of geese just a few 
hundred metres away, and incredibly they were Greenland White-fronted Geese. What’s more, there were exactly 20 of them – 
these had to be our geese! We had managed to catch up with them after all. A few hours later, we checked the spot again before 
we returned to Rathlin and they had barely moved. 

So we finally had another piece of the puzzle. We put the word out online, and on the 30th the geese were seen again at the 
same location (PB). From just two sightings so far, we don’t know if the White-fronted Geese always go to the same area or if 
they vary their daily destination, so there remains plenty more to learn about their activities on the mainland. 

 

A new perspective on the White-fronted Geese: on 24th January 2022 we watched them arrive on the mainland and then 
relocated them in a field inland. The map shows the approximate locations of the observed daytime and roosting sites, connected 
by a straight-line distance of 13km (it appeared that the geese actually took a longer, more easterly route on the 24th). 
 
 
Surprising new behaviour 

In early 2022 we moved from Kinramer to live near Rathlin’s harbour. Sadly this took us away from the known flight path of the 
White-fronted Geese, and we didn’t expect to encounter them as often. However, early on 1st March we were at Knockans and 
happened to see our flock of 20 geese on the wing. Surprisingly, they were not going in the usual direction at all, but making a 
beeline for Ushet Lough near the southern tip of Rathlin. We raced down to Ushet and, sure enough, there they were in the 
corner of the lough. With hindsight, we believe a brief and distant sighting of 20 unidentified geese flying away from Ushet 
Lough a few weeks earlier was almost certainly the White-fronted Geese too. 
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Just when we thought we understood their daily pattern, they had surprised us with this new behaviour. Or maybe they had 
been getting up to these tricks before, but we had certainly never bumped into them at the lower end of the island, or caught 
sight of them flying that way. Then later in the year, when the geese returned after spending their breeding season in Greenland, 
we saw the same occurrence several times, from late November onwards. The flock, which now numbered 17 birds, would 
sometimes make an early morning trip from one end of the island to the other, leaving (we assume) their usual roosting area at 
Cleggan Lough and dropping into Ushet Lough. However, on many days when we watched and waited for them to appear, either 
at Ushet Lough or along the way, they didn’t show up. Perhaps on those days they instead went on their familiar trip to the 
mainland. In the following weeks we also spent mornings at Kebble and Kinramer looking out for them, but they didn’t show 
themselves there either by the end of 2022. Clearly these sneaky birds do not like to be too predictable! 

Furthermore, unlike the quiet and secluded Cleggan Lough, Ushet Lough is close to a road which is more often frequented by 
walkers and vehicles. On days when the White-fronted Geese go to Ushet, these timid birds are invariably disturbed, at which 
point we have observed them to fly away rapidly westwards over the cliffs at Roonivoolin and out of sight. Where they take 
refuge after that remains unknown. 
 

A change of scenery: in 2022 we saw the White-fronted Geese at or on their way to Ushet Lough numerous times. In previous 
years we had never seen them away from the west end of Rathlin. 

 

Looking out for these special geese 

Ever since we realised that Rathlin has its own special flock of wintering Greenland White-fronted Geese, these birds have roused 
our curiosity and affection. When we see them appear each year, we wonder how many might be the same individuals that have 
chosen to return the island again for another winter. Sightings are usually distant but always a thrill, as if we have caught them 
unwittingly letting slip one of their secrets, and it has been great fun attempting to piece together and understand their 
mysterious habits. 

Our interest in the minutiae of their movements is also due to a slight concern for their welfare. We assume the White-fronted 
Geese choose to roost on Rathlin as a safe haven, away from Foxes and other hazards of the mainland. But these wild geese 
share some similarities in appearance with Rathlin’s feral and much-maligned Greylag Geese, and it is important that shooting or 
any other measures taken to control the island’s Greylags does not put the White-fronted Geese (or any other non-target 
species) at risk. Greenland White-fronted Geese are fully protected by law, but there is a small risk that they could become 
victims of mistaken identity. 

Luckily their behaviour is distinctly and consistently different to the Greylag Geese. The White-fronted Geese are far more timid 
and far less tolerant of approach compared with the Greylags. Also in their favour is that the Rathlin flock seems to function very 
much as a single unit, and always independent of other geese. We have sometimes seen them in sites that are also frequented 
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by Greylags, but the two species do not mingle as far as we have observed (although in the spring and autumn passage we have 
occasionally seen White-fronted Geese, and other wild geese, associating with Greylags during their brief stops on the island). 

By recording and documenting this wintering flock of Greenland White-fronted Geese in detail, we can start to understand how 
and when they use the habitats on Rathlin and beyond. We hope that spreading the word and raising awareness of these very 
special winter residents will help ensure that they can continue going about their mysterious ways in safety for many years to 
come. 

 

A summary of our records of wintering Greenland White-fronted Geese 2017–2022 

Not surprisingly, given the large number that winter on Islay and in southwest Ireland, flocks of Greenland White-fronted Geese 
are occasionally seen migrating past Rathlin in spring and autumn, and such passage flocks sometimes stop for short periods on 
the island before continuing their journeys. Sightings of the species on Rathlin before 2017 probably all belong in this category. 
The records below do not include these records of transitory geese, and focus just on the island’s regular wintering population. 
 
Winter (2016)–2017 
We only moved to Rathlin in late March 2017, but two flying SW early on 6th April was probably about the last of the White-
fronted Geese for that winter. 
 
Winter 2017–2018: regular flock of 14 
Four were present during the day near Loughnanskan (Cleggan Lough) on 14th November. Then we saw a regular pattern of up 
to nine moving between Loughnanskan and the mainland in late November and through December. A flock of 14 was regularly 
seen doing the daily commute from Loughnanskan to the mainland from January to 5th April. 
 
Winter 2018–2019: regular flock initially 9, then 15 
There were no sightings in the early part of the winter, but throughout January up to nine were regularly seen commuting from 
Loughnanskan to the mainland. This number increased to 15 from early February to 31st March. The last four were seen doing 
the same journey on 12th April. 
 
Winter 2019–2020: regular flock of 15 
Nine were seen at Loughnanskan on 29th November. Fifteen were regularly seen commuting from Loughnanskan to the 
mainland from January to 1st April. The last five were seen doing the same journey on 11th April. 
 
Winter 2020–2021: regular flock of 12 
Five were seen a few times near Loughnanskan in November. Eleven were seen commuting regularly from Loughnanskan to the 
mainland during December, increasing to 12 in January and February. Richard Donaghey reported seeing a flock of seven flying 
towards Rathlin from White Park Bay in the evening on 21st April. This was later in the spring than we have seen them in 
previous years, and perhaps these were just birds on passage rather than Rathlin’s wintering flock. Richard also mentioned 
having looked for White-fronted Geese around the Bush valley but with no luck. 
 
Winter 2021–2022: regular flock of 20 
Eleven were doing the regular journey to the mainland on 10th December. The flock numbered 19 regularly throughout the rest 
of December, increasing to 20 in January, including on the 24th when we found them on the mainland. On 1st March, the flock of 
20 was seen flying to the southern end of Rathlin and landing on Ushet Lough. A similar unconfirmed sighting at Ushet Lough in 
January had almost certainly also been these birds. These were the first records of the wintering flock visiting the lower end of 
the island. 
 
Winter 2022–2023: regular flock of 17 
Each of our five sightings in late November and December were of a flock of 17, all appearing to be adults. None of these 
sightings were of the previously standard south-westerly movement to the mainland. On 22nd Nov, they were at Ushet Lough in 
the early morning, resting and bathing in the same corner of the lough where we had observed them earlier in the year. On the 
28th, they were seen on Cleggan Lough in the late afternoon, from where they flushed and flew off to the south. On 8th and 
20th December, the 17 geese were seen from Knockans just before sunrise, flying from the west end of the island (presumably 
Cleggan Lough or nearby) and cutting across the sea to land at Ushet Lough. The last sighting of the year was on the morning of 
29th December, when they were seen flying south over Ballygill Middle late in the morning, although it wasn’t clear whether 
they were heading to Ushet or to the mainland (or somewhere else). On other dates, we watched for them unsuccessfully at or 
en route to Ushet, and it is not known where they went on these days. 
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This horse field in Church Bay was the scene of keen birding interest in August 2022, when an intriguing Western Yellow Wagtail 
moved into the neigh-bourhood. 

 

The great Yellow Wagtail conundrum  
 
A Western Yellow Wagtail that spent more than two weeks on Rathlin in August was one of the most intriguing bird sightings 
of 2022. With some features tantalisingly suggesting that it might be a rare subspecies, perhaps even one that had not been 
confirmed in Ireland before, this bird prompted lengthy discussion and research into the complex subject of identifying the 
many forms of Yellow Wagtail. Despite the considerable time spent puzzling over this bird, we couldn’t reach any real 
conclusions as to its identity and potential origin, but we include a detailed account here in the hope that it may be of interest 
to anyone else willing to get stuck into this tricky topic. 
 
In our previous four years on Rathlin, we had only seen a Yellow Wagtail on the island once, and that was way back in May 2017, 
just a few weeks after we arrived on the island for the first time. That bird was seen and heard very briefly as it flew over our 
heads, and moments later it was all but forgotten when, quite incredibly, a Black Stork appeared in the same skies! The only 
other Yellow Wagtail on Rathlin in the last decade was in 2013 (NW), and with very infrequent records for the region in general, 
the species can now more or less be considered a rarity in Northern Ireland. 

Yellow Wagtail is a complex taxon comprising 15 or so named forms, occupying more or less distinct breeding areas, which are 
distributed all the way from Western Europe to Far East Asia8,19,20. Most of these forms are usually considered to be subspecies, 
although several of the most easterly breeding forms are now often treated as belonging to a distinct species, Eastern Yellow 
Wagtail Motacilla tschutschensis, leaving the rest as the even more polymorphic Western Yellow Wagtail Motacilla flava. In most 
cases, the main differences between subspecies involve the colour and pattern of the male’s head plumage, with females and 
juveniles often subtle or impossible to distinguish. Intergrades are known to occur between many of these taxa, producing 
intermediate looking birds. Although much declined, a couple of these subspecies occur regularly in Britain, where they breed 
(mainly subspecies flavissima), and to a much lesser extent in Ireland. 

On 6th August 2022, when a male Yellow Wagtail appeared in front of us on the shore of Church Bay, it immediately looked 
wrong for either flava (Blue-headed Wagtail) or flavissima (British Yellow Wagtail), the two most expected subspecies. A clear 
white throat and dark grey colour to the head suggested one of the forms from Southern Europe, cinereocapilla (Ashy-headed 
Wagtail) or iberiae (Iberian Wagtail). These two forms commonly interbreed, producing intermediates sometimes known as 
‘Southern Wagtail’, and some authorities treat all these (cinereocapilla, iberiae and their intergrades) as a single taxon19. 

The wagtail settled down in a nearby horse paddock, where it seemed to be very much at home and remained until at least 24th 
August. When we posted photos online, the consensus of opinion as to its identification soon swung in favour of the subspecies 
iberiae, which generated increased interest among mainland birders as there are so far no accepted records of this race in 
Ireland. At least 16 birders came to Rathlin to see it during its stay – a big twitch by Rathlin standards – and most managed to see 
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it at least briefly, although it could be elusive at times, frequently disappearing into the patches of tall docks and plantains for 
long periods.  

The wagtail’s long stay – unusual for any Rathlin rarity – allowed for many good views, photos and a sound recording to be taken. 
But despite this, we have not been able to determine to which subspecies of Yellow Wagtail this bird belongs, and we suspect 
that for this individual there would not be any way to know for sure. We are very grateful to Anthony McGeehan who, as well as 
obtaining a clear recording of the bird’s call, dug out and shared numerous useful references, and sought opinions from various 
ornithologists with more experience of these taxa. As it turned out, this wagtail was such a puzzler that even the experts weren’t 
able to shed much light on its likely origins. 

 
Description 
 
Appearance 
The plumage features of the Yellow Wagtail seen in August 2022 that are relevant to identification mainly involve the colouring 
of the head and throat, as marked on the image below. 

 

Composite image showing the Yellow Wagtail from both sides. Some of the useful plumage features are labelled. 

 
Assessing the plumage features accurately was hampered by the state of the plumage. Most available references seem to depict 
males in fresh spring plumage, rather than more worn individuals in late summer. It might be assumed that, in fresher plumage, 
the Rathlin bird’s head pattern, including the supercilium, might have been a little stronger and more cleanly marked. When 
judging the exact tones of grey on the head, the state of wear and moult needs to be taken into consideration. 

The general colouration of the head and throat strongly indicated iberiae, cinereocapilla or one of their intergrade forms. A 2016 
paper in British Birds by Rowlands21 summarised identification criteria used by the British Birds Rarities Committee (BBRC) to 
assess these forms in Britain (and which should be equally relevant in Ireland), and these criteria are summarised below in Table 
4. Note that here, ‘Southern Wagtail’ does not necessarily refer to birds that are definitely intergrades, but any birds that “cannot 
be assigned confidently to iberiae or cinereocapilla”. 

The extent of the supercilium clearly in front of the eye appears to be wrong for cinereocapilla. While the supercilium is not as 
bold as in a classic iberiae, it is possibly within the range for that subspecies, especially considering it may have been better 
marked when the plumage was fresh. However, the BBRC criteria suggest that for a record of iberiae to be acceptable, a 
complete white supercilium is an essential feature. The Rathlin bird’s supercilium does match the ‘Southern Wagtail’ description, 
being broken above the eye. 
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Table 4. Identification criteria for Yellow Wagtail Motacilla flava subspecies cinereocapilla, iberiae and intergrades, as used by 
BBRC (adapted from Rowlands21). ‘Essential features’ are given in bold, while ‘supporting features’ are in normal font.  

Subspecies name Ashy-headed Wagtail  
M. f. cinereocapilla 

Iberian Wagtail  
M. f. iberiae 

‘Southern Wagtail’  
M. f. cinereocapilla x iberiae 

Crown and nape Dark ashy-grey Dark ashy-grey Dark ashy-grey 

Ear coverts Dark ashy-grey to blackish Dark ashy-grey to blackish, 
contrasting with crown 

Dark ashy-grey to blackish, 
contrasting with crown 

Throat Extensive white, clearly 
demarcated from yellow breast 

Extensive white, clearly 
demarcated from yellow breast 

Extensive white, clearly 
demarcated from yellow breast 

Supercilium None, or with an indistinct pale 
spot / short line behind eye 

Complete and white, preferably 
narrower in front of eye and 
broadening behind eye 

Complete and white, or broken 
above the eye, or extensive 
behind the eye only 

Upperparts Darker olive-brown than 
flavissima 

Darker olive-brown than 
flavissima 

Darker olive-brown than 
flavissima 

Bill Not mentioned as being 
significant 

Longer and stronger than 
flavissima, slightly upturned 

Longer and stronger than 
flavissima, slightly upturned 

Flight call Harsh and rasping Harsh and rasping Harsh and rasping 

 
 
On other plumage criteria, the Rathlin bird does seem quite a good match for an acceptable ‘Southern Wagtail’. The lores and ear 
coverts are perhaps not as dark as might be ideal, hardly approaching ‘blackish’, but seem to match many examples of iberiae 
that can be found online. Even the colour of the mantle appears relatively dark and brownish for a Yellow Wagtail, although this 
seems difficult to judge on a lone bird and the state of wear may be a factor. Having looked at many photos of various 
subspecies, there doesn’t seem to be anything about the bill of this bird that is inconsistent with ‘Southern Wagtail’. Overall, in 
appearance, the Rathlin bird probably fits the acceptance criteria that BBRC use for ‘Southern Wagtail’ in Britain. 
 
However, another essential criterion is the flight call. 
 
 
Call 
When we first found the bird, it gave a couple of calls that sounded much like ‘normal’ Yellow Wagtail calls; i.e. like a flava or 
flavissima. During the bird’s stay, although it was mostly silent, it was eventually heard calling on numerous occasions and by 
several different observers, all of whom also reported an essentially flava-like note. For a closer analysis of the call, however, we 
were going to need a good quality recording of it. On 13th August, Anthony McGeehan came to Rathlin and, despite unpromising 
circumstances (a largely silent bird and almost incessant background noise), succeeded in capturing a clear recording of the bird’s 
flight call. 
 
A sonogram of this recording showed a smooth note with no obvious modulation in the second element of the call (Figure 3). 
Based on an article by Bot et al. 19, which gives sonograms and call descriptions for many Yellow Wagtail taxa, the recording did 
not support the tentative identification of the Rathlin bird as something from the iberiae/cinereocapilla group, which are shown 
to have strongly modulated, rasping calls, and very different looking sonograms. Instead the call was a neat match for the ‘north-
western’ group of taxa comprising flava, flavissima, and thunbergi (and also the Asian beema, whose calls are shown to be very 
similar). 
 
This confirmation of a smooth flava-type call, matching the impressions of observers in the field, was clearly a strong mark 
against the Rathlin bird being a ‘Southern Wagtail’. However, further research suggested that birds from the ‘Southern Wagtail’ 
group also often give flava-like calls, which are not mentioned by Bot et.al. These suggestions are supported by recordings 
available on Xeno-canto22 which, among many examples of apparent iberiae taken within the expected range of that subspecies, 
contain a mixture of rasping and smooth calls. The conclusion is that, while a strongly rasping call would have strongly supported 
the identification as ‘Southern Wagtail’, smooth flava-type calls do not rule it out. Rowlands21 makes a similar statement, while 
maintaining that a rasping call needs to be heard for a bird to be acceptable as ‘Southern Wagtail’. 
 
Looking closely at numerous smooth-type sonograms from ‘Southern Wagtails’ alongside those from typical flava examples, as 
well as the Rathlin bird, all are broadly very similar, especially allowing for variation between individuals of the same type, and 
variation in recording quality. However, the sonogram from the Rathlin bird shows a very smooth, gently sinuous downstroke, 
which more or less perfectly matches many flava recordings. By contrast, the ‘Southern Wagtail’ recordings usually appear to 
show a small but abrupt kink at top of the downstroke, after which the stroke is quite straight. The difference is certainly very 
minor, and may not be significant, but if anything it perhaps suggests that the call of the Rathlin bird is closest to flava after all. 
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Figure 3. Sonogram of Yellow Wagtail call from Rathlin Island. Recorded by Anthony McGeehan and available at https://xeno-
canto.org/742971 The overall shape is an inverted V, the downstroke of which is smooth and lacking any jagged modulations. 
 
 

 
Discussion 
Based on Rowlands’s criteria used by BBRC to assess birds in Britain21, the Rathlin wagtail’s plumage potentially ticks all the boxes 
for ‘Southern Wagtail’, and may be within the variation of iberiae. However, the lack of a harsh, rasping call means that it would 
not be accepted as either. Despite being heard numerous times over the course of more than two weeks, none of the rasping-
type calls that might have clinched the identification were heard. Furthermore, the sonogram obtained of the call appears a 
perfect match for flava (and other north-western taxa, which share similar calls), and perhaps a less good match for similar-
sounding ‘Southern Wagtail’ calls, although the distinction here is subtle at best, and based only on a small study of available 
recordings. While the call might not completely rule out iberiae or ‘Southern Wagtail’, it certainly doesn’t do anything to support 
that identification. 
 
Other intergrades between various Yellow Wagtail subspecies might produce something similar to the Rathlin bird. Both flava x 
iberiae and flava x cinereocapilla are discussed in Rowlands21 but that paper suggests that such birds would likely show some 
combination of: yellow in the throat, paler ear coverts (not clearly darker than the nape and crown), a stronger white crescent 
under the eye, paler nape and crown, a bolder supercilium that may reach the base of the bill, and paler olive mantle, as well as 
a flava-like call. There is little in the appearance of the Rathlin bird to suggest these alternatives. Second generation (and 
beyond) intergrades presumably do occur, and could account for some birds that don’t clearly fit known taxa and intergrade 
forms, but attempting to identify these would seem over-ambitious! 
 
Another possibility is the intergrade of flava x thunbergi. Rowlands states that these birds “can also resemble iberiae, and such 
birds can also show an extensive white throat, which is a particular pitfall. Voice remains an important character for 
distinguishing these birds, as they will give typical flava calls” 21. This combination of iberiae-like appearance and flava-like call 
sounds like a match for the Rathlin bird, but little further information on this intergrade form is available. Most online images of 
birds labelled as flava x thunbergi do not show birds with full white throats. 

 
Ultimately, we cannot assign the Rathlin bird to any subspecies with confidence, and concede that it will have to go down as 
nothing more concrete than ‘showing features of Southern Wagtail’. We can only hope that, should another interesting Yellow 
Wagtail appear on Rathlin in the coming years, 2022’s merry dance down the wormhole of wagtail identification will hold us in 
good stead. 
 

  

https://xeno-canto.org/742971
https://xeno-canto.org/742971
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Three wonderfully scenic lighthouse locations to choose from – the West (left), the East (centre), and the Rue (right) – but where’s 
the best place to tote your telescope for the autumn seabird passage?  

 

 

Seawatching on Rathlin 
 
In five autumns on Rathlin, we have spent many hours hunkered in some exposed spot on the island’s coast, scanning the 
waves for passing seabirds. This has included some exciting sessions with non-stop seabird action, as well as plenty of days 
with almost nothing to see at all. So far, the weather conditions and other factors that determine whether or not it is worth 
lugging the spotting scope out to the cliffs remain something of a mystery – it’s bafflingly unpredictable. We will continue 
trying to figure it out in the coming years, but here is a brief account of what we’ve observed so far, from various points of the 
island. 
 
One thing we have found is that seabird passage around Rathlin bears little relation to seabird passage at other seawatching 
spots on the north coast of Ireland. There have been many days when observers at Ramore Head, the most regularly watched 
and perhaps the best seawatching spot in Northern Ireland, or Malin Head in Donegal, have seen impressive numbers of skuas, 
shearwaters, etc. streaming by offshore (typically reported via the NI Birds daily sightings blog23) while our simultaneous efforts 
from Rathlin have produced almost nothing at all. Conversely, we have had good days of passage and been surprised to hear that 
these other sites had been very quiet. It would appear that the optimal conditions at Ramore Head (typically strong north-
westerly winds) are not the optimal conditions on Rathlin. It’s possible seabird movements seen from observation points on the 
east coast of Northern Ireland (Torr Head in County Antrim, and St John’s Point in County Down, for example) might correlate 
more with what we experience on Rathlin, but this requires more study. 
 
Rue 
Often, the most impressive numbers of autumn seabirds in the waters around Rathlin appear more connected to feeding 
opportunities than to migratory passage. Huge feeding frenzies gathering in Rathlin Sound seem to attract seabirds from miles 
around. Typically, these flocks are too far offshore to scrutinise them effectively and one can do nothing more than marvel at the 
clouds of dots swarming on the horizon. However, watching from the Rue can provide decent views of birds streaming to and 
from the frenzy, moving from the Irish Sea/North Channel into Rathlin Sound or vice versa. Occasionally, the main action 
happens in the tide race right off the Rue, and big feeding flocks can be watched at relatively close range. 
 
Migratory passage of birds heading from the Irish Sea out to the Atlantic mainly seem to follow the North Channel around 
Rathlin, a route which does not bring them close to the Rue. However, on some days many birds do seem to elect to take the 
shortcut through Rathlin Sound, and just occasionally there can be non-stop passage of Manx Shearwaters, auks, Kittiwakes and 
others. When this is happening, a seawatcher at the Rue is well placed to get a good view. 
 
The Rue was our main seawatching spot from 2017 to 2020, and good sightings there have included several Sabine’s Gulls, all 
four skua species, Leach’s Storm Petrel, Little Auk, Long-tailed Duck and Greater Scaup. Sooty Shearwaters seem to shun entering 
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Rathlin Sound, and we have rarely seen them from the Rue, compared with other vantage points. Perhaps this indicates that the 
chances of seeing other large shearwater species are slim from this location. 
 
Although the Rue overlooks a relatively narrow channel, and some of the birds pass at comfortable viewing range, it is not a 
perfect vantage point. The land at the point is low lying, has little shelter, and looks south, so views are towards the sun for much 
of the day. North-westerly winds (those which are most desirable at Ramore Head) seem to produce very little here, while south-
westerlies are perhaps better. 
 
West Light 
While the West Light is a brilliant location to watch the nesting seabirds in spring and summer, it is generally a hopeless autumn 
seawatching spot. The natural movement of birds travelling through the North Channel takes them past the north coast of 
Rathlin or (to a lesser extent) through Rathlin Sound, bypassing the western tip of the island by several kilometres. However, on 
occasion, there can be mass seabird feeding activity offshore (usually quite far offshore) from the West Light, and on these days 
the lighthouse structures provide a good vantage point to watch the action, with shelter from most wind directions. 2019, in 
particular, had some good feeding frenzy activity from the West Light, including Sooty Shearwaters and Sabine’s Gull among the 
large numbers of commoner species. 
 
Even though the West Light’s situation is not ideal for passage seabirds, the regular presence of observers manning the Seabird 
Centre here throughout the summer has produced many exciting observations of marine life. In September 2022, with the 
nesting seabirds all gone, highlights during the final weeks of opening included two Orcas passing by (RT), a thrice-breaching 
Thresher Shark, and the first newborns of the Grey Seal pupping season. It is also the only spot with public toilets (and other 
visitor facilities) during the opening hours, and there is a fee to access the lighthouse viewing areas, via a cliffside pathway with 
around 100 steps.  
 
East Lighthouse 
In 1960 and 1961, when a bird observatory was based at the East Lighthouse, the ornithologists manning the observatory made 
extensive seawatching efforts from the site24, 12. Their results were promising, most notably including Great Shearwater12. 
 
Since considerable numbers of seabirds must move between the Irish Sea and the Atlantic in autumn, with the North Channel 
providing the link between the two, Rathlin’s East Lighthouse should be a good vantage point overlooking the narrowest part 
(the Straits of Moyle) of this thoroughfare. Birds looking to make the shortest route, might potentially pass this part of the island 
quite close to shore. In previous years, we have not made serious attempts to view seabird passage from the East Lighthouse, 
only because it is a difficult site at which to access a good viewing position. With no public access to the lighthouse compound, 
nor to the adjacent farmland on either side, currently the only available option is to watch a rather narrow segment of sea from 
the clifftop just north of the lighthouse, with much of the view obscured by the cliffs. Nonetheless, in 2022 we largely abandoned 
the Rue and focused our efforts on the East Lighthouse. 
 
Just like at the Rue, observations from the East Lighthouse proved to be unpredictable, but we managed some of our best ever 
Rathlin seawatching sessions from this new viewpoint. This included a spectacular movement of shearwaters heading north 
during just a couple of hours on 16th August, including 50+ Sooty and many thousands of Manx Shearwaters. Standing out 
among them all was a Great Shearwater, pleasingly repeating the observations from more than 60 years earlier. Another 
memorable day was 7th September, when an unprecedented 175 Sooty Shearwaters coasted by before midday. Good days were 
had with both south-easterly and westerly winds. Further observations during the autumn of 2022 included at least 5 Sabine’s 
Gulls, Long-tailed Skua, and three Grey Phalaropes, helping to convince us that this is indeed the best seawatching spot on the 
island. The main passage is generally quite distant even from the East Lighthouse, and we suspect that most birds passing here 
continue track north-west. Ballyconagan and other parts of Rathlin’s north coast may also have viewing potential, but the birds 
are usually even further offshore by the time they pass these sites. 
 
Despite the limited vantage point, which is higher than would be ideal and east-facing (i.e. looking into the sun in the morning), 
and the main passage of birds taking place rather distantly offshore, the volume and diversity of birds seen on many days was 
very encouraging and promises much for future years. In fact, we think this location could turn out to be the best land-based site 
in Northern Ireland for viewing seabird passage (not to mention cetaceans and other marine life), if regular coverage was 
possible. Plans are underway to develop the East Lighthouse complex and open parts of the site up to the public, and we hope 
that this will allow much improved access to clifftop views and many years of exciting seawatching in the future.  
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Systematic list 

Here we provide a summary for every species recorded on Rathlin during 2021 and 2022.  

Scientific names and the order in which the species are presented follow the eBird/Clements Checklist v20228. Common names 
follow eBird’s English, United Kingdom subset of names which match prevailing usage in the UK (and Ireland), wherever names or 
spellings differ from those used in the (United States) Clements checklist. 

The systematic order is updated and changed continually, and as a result of further recent changes parts of it may now be quite 
unfamiliar to many (they certainly were to us!). Despite some potential for confusion, we have adopted the changes in 
systematic order as it makes it easier for us to cross-check our list of species. To facilitate finding any particular species in the 
systematic list, the order of appearance is given in Table 5 on the following page. 

Format of species accounts 

Given for each species is its corresponding number from Table 5, common (English) name, scientific name (in italics), followed by 
a brief summary of the species’ status on Rathlin, and then more details on observations for 2022. Any notable records from 
2021 are also given where available. 

When describing a species’ status, we have generally aimed to summarise the most pertinent features of its occurrence on 
Rathlin, i.e., its abundance, frequency, period of presence and/or breeding status on the island, in a short sentence or two. But 
this is not always easily distilled in a succinct way, especially as the numbers and frequency of many species are incompletely 
known. We have often described abundance in terms such as “rare”, “uncommon”, etc., which can be broadly understood and 
help give a general idea of the species’ status, but we admit that these are loosely defined and have been somewhat subjectively 
applied. A project for the future is to attempt to estimate population sizes for more of the island’s species, which will allow us to 
place them in better defined abundance categories. Species’ statuses also have a tendency to change, even over the short time 
that we have been observing birds on Rathlin, and some species can vary greatly in abundance from one year to the next. 

Similarly, terms used to describe occurrence patterns such as “resident”, “migrant”, etc. are useful when giving a general 
indication of a species’ status on Rathlin. If we have observed individuals of a species to occur on a short-term basis and with no 
particular seasonal pattern, we have described this as ‘visitor’. However, it should be remembered that in reality, many species 
have occurrence patterns that are too complex or poorly known to adequately describe in a concise sentence, and our 
descriptions are often rather simplified.  

For species determined as breeding species, we have generally directly observed convincing nesting behaviour, e.g. nest-
building, carrying food, or newly fledged young. For some cryptic species, breeding is assumed by presence in suitable habitat 
during the breeding season.  

For species that can be identified to subspecies, we have provided details at this level.  

Definitions of some other terms used in the species counts (and elsewhere in the report) are covered in the introduction – see 

the Terminology section on page 6.  

Usually heard but not seen! Several Common Grasshopper Warblers held territory on the island in 2022 and we assume breeding 
attempts took place, even if the species’ secretive habits meant that no direct evidence of nesting was seen.   
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Table 5. All species recorded in 2022 and 2021 and presented in the systematic list. Species names and order of appearance 
follow the eBird/Clements Checklist v2022 and eBird’s English, United Kingdom subset of names, which matches prevailing usage  
in the UK (and Ireland). Species/taxa placed in the list but not assigned a number ( – ) are cases where the species is not 
recognised or the record is otherwise not accepted – see the relevant species accounts for details.  * denotes species that were 
observed only in 2021.   
 

1 Greylag Goose 58 Long-tailed Skua 116 Wood Warbler 
2 Greater White-fronted Goose 59 Little Auk 117 Yellow-browed Warbler 
3 Pink-footed Goose 60 Common Guillemot 118 Radde’s Warbler 
4 Brent Goose 61 Razorbill 119 Willow Warbler 
5 Barnacle Goose 62 Black Guillemot 120 Common Chiffchaff 
–  Barnacle x Snow Goose hybrid 63 Atlantic Puffin 121 Long-tailed Tit 
6 Canada Goose 64 Black-legged Kittiwake 122 Eurasian Blackcap 
7 Mute Swan* 65 Sabine’s Gull 123 Common Whitethroat 
8 Whooper Swan 66 Black-headed Gull 124 Goldcrest 
9 Common Shelduck 67 Little Gull 125 Eurasian Treecreeper 

10 Northern Shoveler 68 Mediterranean Gull 126 Eurasian Wren 
11 Gadwall 69 Common Gull 127 Common Starling 
12 Eurasian Wigeon 70 Herring Gull 128 Rose-coloured Starling 
13 Mallard 71 Iceland Gull 129 Mistle Thrush 
14 Eurasian Teal 72 Lesser Black-backed Gull 130 Song Thrush 
15 Common Pochard 73 Glaucous Gull 131 Redwing 
16 Tufted Duck 74 Great Black-backed Gull 132 Eurasian Blackbird 
17 Common Eider 75 Common Tern 133 Fieldfare 
18 Common Scoter 76 Arctic Tern 134 Ring Ouzel 
19 Common Goldeneye 77 Sandwich Tern 135 Spotted Flycatcher 
20 Goosander 78 Red-throated Diver 136 European Robin 
21 Red-breasted Merganser 79 Great Northern Diver 137 European Stonechat 
22 Common Pheasant 80 European Storm-Petrel 138 Northern Wheatear 
23 Little Grebe 81 Northern Fulmar 139 Dunnock 
24 Stock Dove 82 Great Shearwater 140 House Sparrow 
25 Common Woodpigeon 83 Sooty Shearwater 141 Grey Wagtail 
26 Collared Dove 84 Manx Shearwater 142 Western Yellow Wagtail 
27 Common Cuckoo 85 Balearic Shearwater* 143 Pied Wagtail/White Wagtail 
28 Common Swift 86 Northern Gannet 144 Meadow Pipit 
29 Water Rail 87 Great Cormorant 145 Tree Pipit 
30 Corncrake 88 European Shag 146 Rock Pipit 
31 Common Moorhen 89 Grey Heron 147 Common Chaffinch 
32 Eurasian Coot 90 Little Egret 148 Brambling 
33 Eurasian Oystercatcher 91 Golden Eagle – Common Rosefinch 
34 Grey Plover 92 Hen Harrier 149 European Greenfinch 
35 European Golden Plover 93 Eurasian Sparrowhawk 150 Twite 
36 Northern Lapwing 94 Red Kite 151 Common Linnet 
37 Common Ringed Plover 95 White-tailed Eagle 152 Lesser Redpoll 
38 Whimbrel 96 Common Buzzard 153 Common Crossbill 
39 Eurasian Curlew 97 Long-eared Owl 154 European Goldfinch 
40 Bar-tailed Godwit 98 Common Kestrel 155 Eurasian Siskin 
41 Black-tailed Godwit 99 Merlin 156 Lapland Bunting 
42 Ruddy Turnstone 100 Peregrine Falcon 157 Snow Bunting 
43 Red Knot 101 Common Magpie 158 Yellowhammer* 
44 Curlew Sandpiper 102 Eurasian Jackdaw 159 Common Reed Bunting 
45 Sanderling 103 Rook   
46 Dunlin 104 Carrion Crow   
47 Purple Sandpiper 105 Hooded Crow   
48 Jack Snipe 106 Common Raven   
49 Eurasian Woodcock 107 Coal Tit   
50 Common Snipe 108 Eurasian Blue Tit   
51 Grey Phalarope 109 Great Tit   

52 Common Sandpiper 110 Eurasian Skylark   
53 Green Sandpiper 111 Sedge Warbler   
54 Common Greenshank 112 Common Grasshopper Warbler   
55 Common Redshank 113 Sand Martin   
56 Great Skua 114 Barn Swallow   
57 Arctic Skua 115 Common House Martin   
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1. GREYLAG GOOSE  Anser anser 
Feral breeding species with known movement between Rathlin and other local sites. It is possible that migrants from wild 
populations occur in winter, although there is little evidence of this and we generally assume Greylag Geese on Rathlin at any 
time of year to be feral birds. 

2021 
Whole-island Greylag Goose counts in January and February peaked at 161 birds on 2nd January, before gradually declining over 
the subsequent weeks as the geese dispersed to their breeding areas. In October, a flock of up to 75 was observed commuting 
between Kebble and the Northern Irish mainland on several dates. A small number of birds were shot in December as part of 
efforts to control the population of this feral species on Rathlin. 

2022 
Winter/spring: Whole-island Greylag Goose counts in late February found up to 55 birds, although many of the breeding birds 
had likely dispersed to their nesting areas by this time. 
Breeding season: Greylag Geese nested in many parts of the island, with the first broods of goslings seen at Ushet Lough on 1st 
May (GP). Large numbers of adults with their broods were gathering at favoured moulting sites by early June. The biggest such 
concentrations at Ushet Lough and Kebble Lough peaked at 236 and 156 birds (including young birds not yet fully grown) 
respectively. Taking into account smaller concentrations in various other sites, there must have been at least 450 Greylag Geese 
present on the island at that time. A very late pair still had a couple of unfledged goslings at Kebble on 19th September. 
Autumn/winter: In October, a flock of up to 75 was again observed commuting between Kebble and the Northern Irish 
mainland on several dates, and the same flock was seen grazing at Ballintoy (PB). A few flocks of up to 26 Greylags flew over 
amid a substantial movement of Barnacle Geese on 10th October, and it could be speculated that birds arriving in such 
circumstances might be migrants from wild populations, although it is not possible to tell. A small number of birds were shot in 
October as part of efforts to control the population of this feral species on Rathlin, and subsequent numbers in November and 
December were lower than expected for the time of year, with the largest flocks numbering 40 birds in the west of the island.  
 
Neck collar sightings 
Three Greylag Geese with orange neck collars were recorded in 2021/2022, but by the end of 2022 only two had recently been 
seen. All three individuals had also been present on Rathlin in the previous four years. 

NCL: Ringed on Islay in 2015 and since reported on Colonsay, Islay and Fair Head1, NCL now seems to be a regular Rathlin 

resident having probably nested here in 2017, and been confirmed nesting in 2018, 2019 and 2020. This bird was seen 
sporadically for most of 2022 and presumably nested again, although it was not seen during the last two months of the year.  

BVI and BVJ: Ringed together on Rathlin in February 20171, this pair were seen regularly in the fields near Church Bay and on the 

south arm of the island, and appear to have nested together up to 2020. Both were seen together in early 2021, but BVI has not 
been reported since 22nd February that year. BVJ continued to be seen regularly throughout most of 2022 with other unmarked 
birds, but it is not known if it nested this year.  
 
 

2. GREATER WHITE-FRONTED GOOSE  Anser albifrons 
The Greenland race A. a. flavirostris is an uncommon passage migrant and winter visitor.  

A small flock of Greenland White-fronted Geese has wintered on the island for at least the last five years, over which time they 
have been repeatedly observed travelling to the NI mainland in the morning, and returning to Rathlin in the evening. Our 
observations in 2022 revealed a little more about their habits –  see our special section on this species, page 20.  

2021 
Winter/spring: The small wintering flock numbered 12 birds in January and February. 
Autumn/winter: In October, 2 migrating birds flew over Church Bay on the 13th, and 3 passed over Kebble on the 15th. The 
returning wintering flock was first seen on 10th December, when it contained 11 birds. From 12th December onwards the flock 
contained 19 birds (11 adults and 8 juveniles). 

2022 
Winter/spring: The wintering flock was occasionally seen making its morning journey to the mainland from the start of the year 
to early March, during which time it contained 20 birds. On 24th January the flock was successfully tracked to a field between 
Lagavara and Maghernahar, about 13km from their roost site on Rathlin, where the geese spent the day. This is the first time the 
daytime whereabouts of this small wintering population of White-fronted Geese have been found (more details are on page 21).  
On 1st March, the same flock was seen leaving the roosting area early in the morning and heading straight to Ushet Lough, a 
behaviour not previously recorded. 
Autumn/winter: The first autumn sighting was a flock of 4 flying south over Kebble on 18th October. A flock of 17 flew east 
through Rathlin Sound on 31st October. Separate flocks of 19 and 5 flew south over Kebble on 4th November, and 7 were at 
Ushet Lough on the 9th. From 22nd November to the year’s end, a wintering flock of 17 was seen frequently, with several 
sightings of them commuting from the west end of the island to Ushet Lough early in the morning. 
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3. PINK-FOOTED GOOSE  Anser brachyrhynchus 
Uncommon passage migrant and winter visitor. 

2021 
Winter/spring: A single bird present since 6th December 2020 remained with Greylag Geese in the fields around Church Bay 
until at least 26th January. 
Autumn passage: A lone bird was at Kebble Lough on 10th October. 31 were at the same site two days later, and a flock was 
regularly present here until at least 21st October, peaking at 50 birds on the 18th. This flock was seen travelling back and forth 
between Kebble and the mainland at least once during this period. 34 at Kebble on 20th November were possibly the same birds 
again, but this was the last sighting of the year. Additional autumn passage flocks included 17 heading south on 14th October, 
and 25 on 15th October. 

2022 
Winter/spring: A flock of 20 was seen in various places around the south arm of the island on 23rd March. In April, single birds 
were seen on the 3rd and 11th, and a flock of 12 flew north on the 13th. A lone bird was with Greylags at Ballygill Middle on 
12th May. 
Summer: A single bird was among the moulting Greylag Geese on Ushet Lough from at least 15th June to 17th July. 
Autumn passage: The first autumn record was a flock of unknown size heard passing over the island on 16th September, and 4 
were at Kebble the same day. A flock of about 40 geese, presumably of this species, flew high over the island on 26th September 
(LM) and a lone bird was with Greylags near Church Bay from the 27th to 29th. In October, 2 were seen at Kebble on 5th and 8th 
October, and a single bird was at Knockans on the 25th. Several sightings of single birds in November and December may have 
involved the same bird remaining on the island for at least a few weeks. 
 
 

4. BRENT GOOSE  Branta bernicla  
Two subspecies of Brent Goose were recorded in 2022. These are covered separately.  

Pale-bellied Brent Goose Branta bernicla hrota 
Uncommon passage migrant, infrequently seen on Rathlin despite the large numbers wintering around the Northern Irish coast. 

2022 
Winter/spring: A single bird was in Church Bay on 27th April. A group of 3 (plus a Dark-bellied Brent Goose) was in Church Bay 
on 30th April and 1st May. 
Autumn/winter: The first autumn sighting was a flock of 20 flying south down the east side of island on 14th September (JC). A 
flock of 17 flew south on 6th October, followed by a flock of 6 the following day. 
 
Dark-bellied Brent Goose  Branta bernicla bernicla 
Rare passage migrant. 

2022 
One was with 3 Pale-bellied Brent Geese in Church Bay from 30th April to 1st May. Although far rarer in Ireland than the pale-
bellied subspecies, and despite the infrequent occurrence of any Brent Geese on Rathlin, this is the third Dark-bellied Brent 
Goose recorded on the island since 2017. 
 

Dark-bellied Brent Goose (left) with two of its pale-bellied cousins in Church Bay on 30th April 2022.  
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5. BARNACLE GOOSE  Branta leucopsis 
Uncommon passage migrant and winter visitor. 

2021 
Summer: An unseasonal bird, likely of feral origin, was at Ushet Lough in June (KK). 
Autumn passage: One flew over the island on 9th October, followed by flocks of 18 and 2 passing over on the 13th. Numerous 
small flocks of up to 16 birds were flying around on 15th October, likely totalling more than 70 individual birds throughout the 
day. Another flock of 12 flew over on 20th October. 
Winter: A group of 3 were grazing in fields near Church Bay on 24th November. 

2022 
Winter/spring: A single bird was in fields near Glebe on 27th February. Another was at Kebble on 26th March. 
Summer: Once again, an unseasonal bird was among the Greylag Geese at Ushet Lough from 2nd June. A second Barnacle Goose 
had joined the flock by 11th June and both remained until at least 17th July, with one still present to 26th July. Another or one 
of the same presumed feral birds was regularly seen with the Greylags at Kebble from 31st August to 8th October. 
Autumn passage: A flock of 6 flew over on 8th October. On 10th October, at least 170 (and likely more than 200) Barnacle Geese 
were seen flying over, mostly heading west. This record total comprised at least 10 different flocks, the largest of which 
contained 44 birds. A flock of 5 (along with a hybrid bird – see below) was at Ushet Lough from 13th to 16th October, and 2 flew 
over the island on the 14th. 
 
 

– BARNACLE GOOSE X SNOW GOOSE HYBRID  Branta leucopsis x Anser caerulescens 
Hybrid of unknown origins; rare visitor. 

2021 
A distinctive hybrid goose believed to be of this parentage, first seen on Rathlin in November 2020, continued to be seen 
regularly around the west end of the island until 10th January 2021. It was apparently absent for a few weeks, before being seen 
again on 18th and 26th February. 

2022 
Amazingly, another of these hybrids (and apparently a different individual) appeared with a small flock of Barnacle Geese at 
Ushet Lough from 13th to 16th October. 

 

Hybrid goose, with three Barnacle Geese and a Greylag Goose on 16th October 2022. It seems a bit unlikely that two of these 
hybrids should arrive on Rathlin in the space of a couple of years, but features of both plumage and structure appear to confirm 
that this is a different individual to the bird from 2020/2021. Where on earth are these things coming from?! 
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6. CANADA GOOSE  Branta canadensis 
Uncommon visitor, presumably from feral populations. 

2021 
A lone bird was at Kebble Lough on 22nd March.  

2022 
A lone bird was on Ally Lough on 23rd March. Presumably the same bird was seen two days later at Kebble.  
 
 

7.MUTE SWAN  Cygnus olor 
Rare visitor. 

2021 
A bird first seen on Loughnanskan on 9th February appears to be the first Mute Swan recorded on Rathlin since one in March 
2015. It remained at Loughnanskan for several days, before relocating to the south arm of the island from 17th February to 19th 
March. Remarkably, on 19th March, an additional flock of 6 Mute Swans appeared on Ally Lough. At least some of these birds 
stayed for several days, until the final sighting of 3 on 29th March. All of the birds in this unusual small influx were 2CY 
immatures. 

After years with no sightings, suddenly an intrepid bunch of Mute Swans graced us with their presence for a few weeks in 2021 – 
this lot were seen swanning around on Ally Lough on 19th March. 
 
 

8. WHOOPER SWAN  Cygnus cygnus 
Regular passage migrant, mainly in autumn. 

2021 
Small southbound groups were seen passing overhead on five dates between 8th and 24th October, the largest of which was a 
flock of 16 on the 24th. 

2022 
Winter/spring: A lone bird briefly joined a flock of Greylag Geese near Church Bay on 5th January. A flock of 7 flew west through 
Rathlin Sound on 15th February, and 8 were on Ushet Lough on 1st March (JB). A flock of 15 flew north over Kinramer on 27th 
February. 
Autumn passage: The first autumn flocks were seen on 7th October, when 19 flew south past the East Lighthouse and another 
flock of around 40 travelled east through Rathlin Sound (LM). On 10th October, 3 flocks totalling 46 birds flew over the island. A 
lone juvenile was on Loughnanskan from at least the 11th to 17th October, and a flock of 22 was on Ushet Lough on the 16th. 
There were sightings of passage flocks on 5 further dates in October, including 53 birds (made up of 4 flocks) on the 23rd. 
Records on 3 dates in November included a flock of 5 on the 22nd (JC), and 2 flying over the island on 9th December was the 
only sighting that month. 
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9. COMMON SHELDUCK  Tadorna tadorna 
Breeds and overwinters in small numbers. 

2022 
Winter/spring: Small numbers were present at Church Bay and the south arm of the island from the previous November, 
increasing to a peak of around 17 birds at the end of March. 
Breeding season: Two pairs were seen with chicks (a brood of 12 and a brood of just 1) near Doon Bay on 22nd May (GP). At 
least 11 large chicks were still in this part of the island in mid-July and likely fledged successfully. The annual Shelduck exodus 
took place soon after this date, and just a single juvenile remained into August, last seen on the 3rd. 
Autumn/winter: The only Shelduck sightings of this period were of a single bird seen on 22nd November and again a few days 
later. 
 
 

10. NORTHERN SHOVELER  Spatula clypeata 
Scarce visitor. 

2021 
One was seen at the Rue on 25th July (IE). 

2022 
A juvenile was briefly in Mill Bay on 7th August before flying south towards the Rue/Ushet Lough. This species has now been 
recorded in five consecutive years. 

 
 

11. GADWALL  Mareca strepera 
Rare visitor. 

2022 
A drake and a female/immature flew around Church Bay before departing back out to sea on 13th February. A drake was in Mill 
Bay on 4th May, moving to Ushet Lough later that day. These two records are the first since an overwintering bird in 2016/2017. 

 
 

Another waterfowl species that was well overdue! Having narrowly missed the last Rathlin Gadwall back in 2017, the species was 
high on our most wanted list. Brief glimpses of two in flight in February 2022 were hardly satisfying, so it was fortunate that this 
handsome drake on 4th May parked himself close to shore where he could be fully appreciated.   



37 

12. EURASIAN WIGEON  Mareca penelope 
Uncommon visitor. 

2022 
Spring: A pair in Mill Bay on 27th April were the first of the year. A drake was at the Rue on 30th April, and a pair was on Ushet 
Lough on 4th May. A lone drake was seen from 7th to 10th May. 
Autumn: A lone bird in Mill Bay on 3rd September had been joined my 4 more on the 5th. Up to 2 were then recorded regularly 
at the same location until 3rd October. 
 

 

13. MALLARD  Anas platyrhynchos 
Common breeding species, present year-round. 

2022 
Mallards were commonly seen throughout the year on most freshwater bodies and favoured stretches of coastline, particularly 
in Church Bay and along the shore near Doon Bay. Breeding occurred in many locations, with broods of ducklings appearing from 
mid-April. 
 

 

14. EURASIAN TEAL  Anas crecca crecca 
Fairly common breeding species and common winter visitor. 

2021 
A male of the American subspecies Green-winged Teal A.c.carolinensis was reported at Craigmacagan Lough on 17th June (KK). 

2022 
Teal were present throughout the year, on most of the freshwater loughs and often along the shore near Doon Bay. No 
particularly large numbers were recorded, and the biggest flocks seen only reached about 40 birds at Glebe and Doon Bay in 
December. Breeding occurred at several sites, and the first ducklings were seen on 21st May (CM). 
 

 

15. COMMON POCHARD  Aythya ferina 
Uncommon visitor, mainly in winter. 

2021 
Winter/spring: A drake was on Kebble Lough on 1st January, and 2 were at Ally Lough the following day. 
Autumn/winter: Two drakes were on Ally Lough on 10th October, and were still there on 19th December, with one staying 
beyond the year’s end. 

2022 
Winter/spring: The remaining drake at Ally Lough was last seen on 12th March. 
Autumn/winter: There were no further sightings until 2 drakes at Ushet Lough on 22nd November, which remained there until 
at least mid-December. 
 
 

16. TUFTED DUCK  Aythya fuligula 
Breeding species, fairly common year-round. 

2022 
Small numbers were seen on the freshwater loughs throughout the year, with the largest concentrations of up to 22 birds on 
Ushet Lough. Breeding records included 2 nests at Ushet Lough on 6th June and 2 broods of ducklings at the same site on 27th 
June (GP). Another brood of ducklings was on Ally Lough on 20th June, and four broods were on Kebble Lough on 3rd July. Away 
from the freshwater loughs, the only sightings were single birds in Mill Bay on 30th July and 20th September. 
 
 

17. COMMON EIDER  Somateria mollissima 
Breeding species, common around the coast year-round. 

2022 
Systematic counts were not made this year, although there was a noticeable increase in numbers in March and April. A count of 
124 birds all concentrated within Rathlin harbour on 22nd March was a wonderful sight and sound, with all the males busy 
displaying to the females. 
Breeding season: Although no attempt was made to monitor breeding success, Eiders appeared to have a very good season in 
2022. Ducklings were seen from 20th May, and Church Bay was busy with broods of juveniles for the rest of the summer. 
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18. COMMON SCOTER  Melanitta nigra 
Uncommon passage migrant offshore. 

2022 
Winter/spring: A female/immature on the water off Doon Bay on 12th January was seen several times in that area until the end 
of the month. The same or another bird appeared in Mill Bay on 13th February, and gradually revealed itself to be a male as it 
moulted into adult plumage over the subsequent weeks. It looked very different by the time of its final sighting on 5th April. 
Summer: A lone bird was seen flying north past the west end of the island on 8th July. 
Autumn: A group of 3 flew east through Rathlin Sound on 4th September. In October, 2 were seen from near the East 
Lighthouse on the 7th, and 3 from the same location on the 9th. 

 

A Common Scoter photographed on 17th February and again on 21st March, by which time its brown plumage had mostly been 
replaced by black. 
 
 
 

19. COMMON GOLDENEYE  Bucephala clangula 
Uncommon winter visitor. 

2022 
Winter/spring: A 2CY drake, present on Kebble Lough since early December 2021, was seen on Loughnanskan on 2nd January 
before moving to Ushet Lough for the rest of the month. It was joined there by an adult drake on 28th January, and both 
remained there until at least 6th February. Another or the same 2CY drake was on Loughnanskan from 27th February to 6th 
March, and another sighting of it at Ushet Lough on 12th March was the final record of the spring. 
Autumn / winter: There were no sightings until a female/immature in Church Bay on 3rd December. 
 
 

20. GOOSANDER  Mergus merganser 
Rare visitor. 

2022 
A female/immature on Ushet Lough on 22nd November was the year’s only sighting. 
 
 

21. RED-BREASTED MERGANSER  Mergus serrator 
Uncommon winter visitor. 

2021 
A drake was around the harbour from 1st February to at least 17th February. 

2022 
A female/immature at the Rue on 25th July (JC) was the only sighting of the year. 
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22. COMMON PHEASANT  Phasianus colchicus 
Introduced resident. 

2022 
With no recent introductions, the island’s remaining Pheasant population appears to be self-sustaining, although they may be 
reliant on gardens in which wild bird food is provided. The main stronghold continues to be at Kinramer, where sightings 
throughout the year included a high count of 18 in early December (JMF), but sightings in 2022 suggest that the species is 
actually spreading on the island. Two pairs were seen and breeding was confirmed at Ballycarry, and a male was crowing at 
Ballynoe in the spring. In the autumn and early winter, Pheasants were seen at the chapel and at Mullindress, with up to 3 males 
recorded at the latter location. 
 
 

23. LITTLE GREBE  Tachybaptus ruficollis 
Common breeding species, present year-round. 

2022 
Little Grebes were present on most of the larger freshwater bodies throughout the year. Nesting occurred at many of these 
locations, with adults seen with chicks from 7th May. The largest numbers were usually on Ushet Lough, where a peak count of 
19 was made on 20th September. There were several atypical sightings away from freshwater sites. A single bird was frequently 
seen in the harbour from late 2021 to early February 2022. Two birds were just offshore near Doon Bay on 14th September, with 
one still there on the 20th. One was in Church Bay on 13th and 14th November. 

 

Little Grebe making a big catch in the harbour on 3rd January 2022, and two in the sea at Doon Bay on 18th September. 
 
 

24. STOCK DOVE  Columba oenas 
Scarce visitor. 

2021 
One was at Kebble on 7th March. 

2022 
An elusive bird was seen a couple of times in flight around Church Quarter and Mullindress on 22nd March. This is the sixth 
record of this species on Rathlin. All have occurred since 2017, and all have been in March or April. 
 
 

25. COMMON WOODPIGEON  Columba palumbus 
Uncommon visitor, may breed in some years. 

2022 
Winter/spring: A single bird was seen a few times near the chapel in January. A couple were seen regularly at each of Kinramer 
and the chapel from mid-March onwards, plus a third bird at the chapel on 18th April. Additionally, a lone bird was around 
Ballycarry for a few days in mid-April.  
Breeding season: Up to 5 were present at Kinramer in June and July, and up to 2 around the chapel during the same period, but 
no convincing signs of breeding were seen.  
Autumn: There were sightings at both Kinramer and the chapel during August, including a flock of 5 at the latter location on the 
15th. Up to 4 were seen around the chapel in September, and a count of at least 4 on 1st October was the only sighting of that 
month. A single bird at Kinramer on 4th November was the last record of the year.  
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26. COLLARED DOVE  Streptopelia decaocto 
Uncommon visitor, may breed in some years. 

2022 
All of this year’s sightings were in the first half of the year. The first of the year was at Kinramer from 20th March (JS/LM). 
Another was near Ushet Lough on 19th April, and one was singing from around the chapel from 30th April. A couple of birds 
were at Ballycarry on 13th May. There were sightings of 2 at Kinramer throughout May and most of June, increasing to a high 
count of 5 for a few days in the middle of May, but any intentions of nesting were short-lived. At the chapel, 3 were present on 
17th May, with at least one lingering into early June. On 16th June, one was seen flying high over Kebble, pursued by a Peregrine 
Falcon. 
 

Collared Doves at Kinramer on 14th May. 

 
 
27. COMMON CUCKOO  Cuculus canorus 
Uncommon migrant. Breeds at least in some years. 

2022 
Spring passage/breeding season: The first of the year was singing at Kinramer on 29th April (JS). One was heard in the same area 
on 2nd May (LM), with another at Ballycarry the same day. A singing bird continued to be heard regularly at Kinramer from at 
least 14th to 27th May, with at least one other bird present there at times (JMF). At least one male was on territory in the Church 
Quarter/Ballyconagan area from 10th May to 16th June, and a presumed female was also seen in the same area. Additional birds 
were at Ballycarry and Craigmacagan on 10th June (JC), and at Kebble on 16th June (JOB). The only juvenile recorded was at 
Mullindress on 29th July. While it could very well have hatched on Rathlin, it was flying strongly and might equally have been a 
migrant from elsewhere. 
 
 

28. COMMON SWIFT  Apus apus 
Uncommon non-breeding summer visitor. 

2022 
A couple of single birds were seen on 7th May, over Knockans (PB) and Ballycarry. There were no further sightings until a group 
of 4 over the Rue on 15th June. Later in June, 2 were seen at Glebe on 28th, and 2 flew north over Kebble ahead of heavy 
showers on the 29th. Single birds were over Church Bay on 17th July and at Kebble on 23rd July. In August, 2 were around the 
south end of the island on the 13th (WF) and again on the 18th. Unusually late birds were seen on 9th and 11th September, with 
possibly 2 separate birds on the latter date. 
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29. WATER RAIL  Rallus aquaticus 
Common breeding species present year-round. 

2022 
Water Rails were encountered (usually heard) throughout the year. Records were widespread in suitable habitat across the 
island. 
 
 

30. CORNCRAKE  Crex crex 
Uncommon breeding summer migrant. 

2021 
The first of the year was heard on 24th April, and 5 males were holding territory on the island by early May (LM, NW), making it 
the best year for Corncrakes on Rathlin since the early 1980s. Apart from one at Knockans, these territories were all in the fields 
around Glebe and Demesne, often using the habitat created and managed for this species. A couple of chicks brought home by a 
pet cat confirmed that the species was breeding (the first confirmed breeding since the 1990s), but also demonstrated yet 
another threat to its success on Rathlin. 
2022 
The first of the year was calling at Glebe from the rather early date of 13th April (TM). A second bird was calling in the same area 
from 20th April (KK et al.). It wasn’t clear whether one calling at Ouig in Demesne townland from 26th April was a new bird or 
one of the original two trying a new site, but by 5th May four different males were confirmed singing – one at Ouig and three in 
the fields around and to the north of Glebe. Some of these continued to be heard calling until early July. From July all the males 
fell silent and, while it is assumed that breeding occurred, there were no further records (per Liam McFaul). 
 

Spot the Corncrake: looking out over fields that contain a singing male, trying to pinpoint where the sound is coming from, can be 
absolutely maddening! But on 1st May we managed to spy one that had hopped up on a wall between the fields. 
 

 

31. COMMON MOORHEN  Gallinula chloropus 
Uncommon breeding species; present year-round. 

2022 
There were infrequent sightings of one or two birds throughout the year. There were records at Kebble and Glebe, but most were 
at Craigmacagan Lough and Ally Lough. There was little indication of breeding activity until a juvenile was seen at Craigmacagan 
Lough on 30th July.  
 
 

32. EURASIAN COOT  Fulica atra 
Common breeding species; present year-round. 

2022 
Small numbers were present on most of the major freshwater bodies throughout the year. Nesting occurred at several sites and 
pairs were seen feeding chicks from 27th April. A less typical record was of a Coot flying repeatedly around the Church Bay area 
during the night on 26th March, calling continually.  
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33. EURASIAN OYSTERCATCHER  Haematopus ostralegus 
Common breeding species, present year-round. 

2022 
Winter/spring: Up to around 40 were counted in January, and there was an obvious passage of birds in February when flocks of 
up to 70 were recorded roosting in Church Bay. From late February, only lower numbers were seen as many birds dispersed to 
breeding sites. 
Breeding season: Oystercatchers nested in many places around the coast and on some of the freshwater loughs, and mobile 
chicks were seen from the end of May. 
Autumn/winter: Gatherings of Oystercatchers in the late summer and autumn were generally very small, rarely reaching double 
figures. Occasional small flocks passing by offshore, including 8 heading south on 25th August, were the only real signs of 
passage. By mid-November the wintering flock at Church Bay had reached 23 birds, and it remained around this size for the rest 
of the year. 
 
 

34. GREY PLOVER  Pluvialis squatarola 
Scarce migrant. 

2021 
A juvenile was in Church Bay on 13th and 14th October. In December, 2 were in Mill Bay on the 23rd. 
2022 
A non-breeding plumaged bird was in Mill Bay on 11th April. An immature bird was at Doon Bay on 4th May. A juvenile was in 
Church Bay from 20th to 28th September, but predated remains found a few days later suggested that this latter bird met an 
untimely end in the clutches of one of Rathlin’s hungry raptors. 

Grey Plover is rather a dull and uninspiring name for this juvenile that is gorgeously spangled with black and gold, and freshly 
arrived from the Arctic. 
 
 

35. EUROPEAN GOLDEN PLOVER  Pluvialis apricaria 
Uncommon passage migrant. 

2022 
Winter/spring: One was seen flying over Ushet Lough on 25th January. A flock of 8 landed at Ballyconagan on 28th March, and 
one flying south over Church Bay on 11th April was the only other sighting of the spring. 
Autumn passage:  A lone bird over Knockans on 26th July was the only sighting that month. In August, a flock of 5 flew south 
over Kinramer on the 14th, and a lone bird was over Glebe on the 27th. The species was recorded on 5 dates in September, 
including 2 birds at Ballyconagan on the 25th (JC). Single birds were seen on 4 dates in October, the last of which was on the 
20th.  
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36. NORTHERN LAPWING  Vanellus vanellus 
Uncommon visitor; former breeding species. 

2022 
Winter/spring: One was near Church Bay on 10th February. One was at Mill Bay on 8th April (AH), and another was at the same 
location on 4th May. 
Summer: 2 were at Ushet Lough on 16th June, with at least one remaining in the southern part of the island for the next couple 
of days. Another 2 were at Ushet Lough on 19th July (JC). 
Autumn/winter: A lone bird was in Mill Bay on 13th October, and another at Ushet Lough on 29th November. In December, 2 
were in Church Bay on the 3rd, a lone bird flew over Ballygill Middle on the 16th (LM), and another was near Ally Lough on the 
25th. 
 
 

37. COMMON RINGED PLOVER  Charadrius hiaticula 
Usually present year-round, with a few pairs nesting and more passing through on migration. 

2022 
Winter/spring: A small number were present throughout the early part of the year, mainly in Church Bay, where counts of up to 
10 were made from January to April. Numbers in May were mostly very similar, although a count of 19 on the 11th indicated an 
influx of passage birds. At least one was heard migrating high overhead with Ruddy Turnstones at dusk on 31st May.  
Breeding season: A few pairs nested, and the outcome of these breeding attempts was not ascertained, although most are 
suspected to have failed. The first juvenile was seen on 24th June, but it is unknown whether or not it was locally fledged. 
Autumn passage: Only one or two birds were seen on any date in the second half of June, but up to 10 were present in Church 
Bay during the second half of July. There was clear passage of migrants during August, when the number of birds in Church Bay 
was in double figures most days, peaking at 24 on the 23rd. The highest count of the year was 28 on 6th September, before daily 
counts dropped to single figures by the second half of the month. Passage had virtually finished by October, and 4 on the 2nd 
was the only sighting recorded all month. No more were seen until mid-November, when up to 12 were present, and regular 
sightings for the rest of the year peaked at 14 in December. 
 
 

38. WHIMBREL  Numenius phaeopus 
Regular passage migrant in spring and autumn. 

2022 
Spring passage: The first of the year was seen at Doon Bay on 13th April, followed by one in Mill Bay the following day (JSW). The 
species was recorded on 11 further dates during April, including high counts of 34 on the 25th, 21 on the 27th, and 17 on the 
30th. 14 flew south past the West Light on 1st May, and smaller numbers were seen almost every day for the first half of the 
month. Single birds on 16th and 18th May were the last of the spring passage. 
Summer: At least one was present throughout the second half of July and early August. 
Autumn passage: Although there were sightings throughout August and most of September, no more than 2 were seen on any 
date in this time. The last sightings of the year were 2 at the Rue on 20th September, and at least one of these still present on 
the 24th. 
 

Whimbrels were the most numerous Numenius in late April, joined here by a single Eurasian Curlew on the left. 
 



44 

39. EURASIAN CURLEW  Numenius arquata 
Common passage migrant and winter visitor. 

2022 
Winter/spring: An overwintering flock of up to 40 birds was present until late February. 
Spring/summer: Curlews were heard migrating overhead on 26th February, and the number present on the island dropped 
sharply around this time. After a count of 25 on 3rd March, only single figures were recorded for the rest of the month, dropping 
to just one or two birds from late April. The highest count in May was 4 on the 13th, and numbers in June didn’t exceed 2 birds. 
Autumn passage: Small numbers were passing through from early July, with 13 on the 7th the first double-figure count, and 24 
on the 26th the highest count of the month. Up to 25 in August may have been the wintering population already taking up 
position, and similarly up to 27 were present in September. 
Autumn/winter: The wintering flock contained up to 30 birds during October and November, and reached a peak of 40 in Mid-
December. 
 
 

40. BAR-TAILED GODWIT  Limosa lapponica 
Uncommon/scarce passage migrant. 

2022 
It was an unusually good year for this species which has been barely annual in recent years. 
Spring passage: A flock of 5 circled Church Bay before departing out to the west on 13th April. A single female was present 
around Church Bay from 2nd to 7th May. 
Autumn passage: A male was in Church Bay on 19th July. A flock of 11 juveniles in Church Bay on 17th August was the highest 
count of this species in recent years, and perhaps even the highest ever count of this species on Rathlin. On 6th September, a 
lone bird was in Church Bay and 3 more arrived high from the north. 
 
 

Two of the Bar-tailed Godwits from 2022 – the bird on the left, pictured on 5th May, showed the larger body size and longer bill 
indicative of a female. An adult male (right) on 19th July was slighter, as well as having very richly coloured breeding plumage.  

 
 
41. BLACK-TAILED GODWIT  Limosa limosa 
Uncommon passage migrant. 

2022 
Spring passage: An adult in breeding plumage at Ushet Lough on 28th March was the first sighting of the year. A flock of at least 
22 was present resting on the shore of Ushet Lough on 19th April, and a single bird was at the same location on 22nd May (JC). 
Autumn passage: An adult was in Mill Bay on 26th July (JC). Single birds, presumed to be different individuals, were seen on 
14th, 21st and 24th August. In September, a flock of 6 flew over Church Bay on the 2nd, and a lone juvenile was present on the 
8th. 
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42. RUDDY TURNSTONE  Arenaria interpres 
Fairly common passage migrant and winter visitor. 

2022 
Winter: The highest count in January was 11, and 20 birds on 6th February was the only double-figure total that month.  
Spring passage: Numbers were regularly in double figures from the end of March, throughout April, and up to 13th May, 
although never exceeding 19 birds. The only sightings in the second half of May were on the 31st, when 2 were in Church Bay 
and an unknown number were heard flying high overhead at dusk. There were no records in June. 
Autumn passage: The first birds on return passage were heard overhead on 21st July, and a single bird was in Church Bay on the 
26th. Only occasional low single figures were seen in August, and although the species was seen most days in September, the 
highest count was just 5 on the 26th. Slightly higher numbers in October peaked at 9 towards the month’s end. 
Winter: A flock of up to 13 was present in Church Bay throughout November and December 
 
 

43. RED KNOT  Calidris canutus 
Uncommon passage migrant. 

2022 
Spring passage: A flock of 13 was seen flying around over Church Bay during a misty morning on 21st June. An adult was with 
Common Redshanks at the Rue on 26th July (JC). 
Autumn passage: One flew past the Rue with 3 Ruddy Turnstones on 16th August. A lone juvenile was in Church Bay from 5th to 
9th September. 
 
 

44. CURLEW SANDPIPER  Calidris ferruginea 
Rare migrant. 

2022 
Three juveniles were with a flock of Dunlins in Mill on 2nd September, although they seemed to have departed by midday. 
Another juvenile appeared on 5th September, and regular sightings until 12th September probably all involved this same 
individual. Part of a rash of sightings that occurred around NI at that time, these appear to be the first ever records of Curlew 
Sandpiper on Rathlin, and the species is a long-awaited addition to the island’s bird list. 
 
 

Spot the white rump! Curlew Sandpiper in a mixed flock with Dunlins, Sanderling and Ringed Plover. 
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45. SANDERLING  Calidris alba 
Uncommon passage migrant. 

2021 
One was in the harbour on 23rd January (JB). There are very few sightings of this species on Rathlin in winter. Another in the 
harbour on 25th March was also unusual in early spring. 

2022 
Spring passage: The first spring sighting was 2 birds on 23rd April. There were no further sightings until 2 in Mill Bay on 12th May 
(JC). There were sightings on 5 more dates in May, all of which were single birds except for a group of 4 on the 24th, including 
the last of the spring on the 25th. 
Autumn passage: The first of the autumn was in Mill Bay on 3rd August (JC), followed by 2 adults on 12th August. The only other 
sightings were lone juveniles on 29th August and from 5th to 8th September. 
 
 

46. DUNLIN  Calidris alpina 
Common passage migrant, usually most numerous in spring. 

2021 
A group of 3 on 10th February and a lone bird on 24th November were outside the usual passage periods for Dunlin on Rathlin. 

2022 
Winter: A lone bird was present on 24th and 25th February. 
Spring passage: One on 11th April was the first of the spring migration period. The next sighting was of 2 on 21st April, after 
which there were observations most days for the rest of the month, including a peak count of 14 on the 28th. Daily records 
continued into mid-May, reaching 12 birds on the 11th and 22 on the 16th – the highest count of the spring. In the second half of 
May there were just three records of single birds. Up to 9 were seen in the first week of June, and there was a lone bird on the 
11th. 
Autumn passage: After a poor spring for this species, autumn was much better than in most years. 2 birds on 30th June and 1st 
July were perhaps early autumn migrants, followed by a singleton on 7th July and 3 on the 19th. Up to 5 in Church Bay in the last 
week of July included the first juveniles of the year on the 30th. Dunlins were recorded most days in August, although the 
highest count on any date was just 6 birds on the 3rd. A much greater passage occurred in September, with counts reaching 27 
on the 2nd and 52 on the 7th. The highest count of the year was 74 on the 9th, which included 7 seen flying south at sea. After 
45 on the 12th, only low single figures were seen for the rest of the month. October’s only sightings were single birds on the 1st 
and 20th. 
Winter: Single unseasonal birds were seen on 14th November and 3rd December. 
 
 

47. PURPLE SANDPIPER  Calidris maritima 
Uncommon migrant and winter visitor. 

2021 
A small number of birds overwintered on the island in both the 2020/2021 and 2021/2022 winters. Single-figure flocks were 
regularly seen at the Rue and around Church Bay during these periods. 

2022 
Winter/spring: Up to 12 were seen regularly throughout January and February, usually at the Rue or Church Bay. Up to 9 
continued to be present throughout March and April. A few were still present in early May, with 5 on 8th May the final sighting 
of the spring. 
Autumn/winter: There were no further records until a lone bird in Church Bay on 13th November. A flock of 9 was at the Rue on 
15th November, and there were regular sightings of up to 4 for the remainder of the year. 
 
 

48. JACK SNIPE  Lymnocryptes minimus 
Rarely recorded, but presumably overlooked, passage migrant and winter visitor. 

2022 
Winter/spring: One was flushed from the edge of a reedbed at Kinramer on 27th February. Another was seen at Kebble on 16th 
April (KK). 
Autumn/winter: Single birds were flushed at Ballyconagan on 20th November, and again in the same area on 1st December (JC). 
Feathers from a predated Jack Snipe were also found at Ballyconagan on 30th November. Another live bird was at Mullindress on 
26th December. 
  



47 

49. EURASIAN WOODCOCK  Scolopax rusticola 
Fairly common, though very secretive, winter visitor and passage migrant. 

2022 
Winter/spring: Sightings in the early part of the year included 4 emerging from Kinramer Wood at dusk on 3rd January. In early 
March, Woodcocks were easily seen leaving their roosts on the hillside above the Manor House at dusk, including at least 5 seen 
on the 6th. The remains of a predated bird found at Kinramer on 24th March was the last record of the spring. 
Autumn/winter: The autumn arrival of Woodcocks was about two weeks later than in previous years, with the first sighting not 
until 5th November (LM), followed by another on the 8th (JC). From mid-November, sightings became regular, and there were 
records on 16 dates between 12th November and the end of the year. Notably high counts included 7 seen from a car driving 
between Knockans and Kebble at dusk on 11th December (LM), and 10 leaving roost sites near the chapel at dusk on 14th 
December. Birds inadvertently disturbed from their day roosts were seen in very widely scattered locations, including Bull Point, 
the north cliffs at Cleggan, Kilpatrick, Doon Bay, and Ushet Lough, as well as the more typical sites at Kinramer Wood and Kebble.  

Woodcocks on Rathlin seem to commonly fall prey to predators and, as in previous years, remains and piles of their beautifully 
patterned feathers were occasionally encountered – this year including beside the stream running down from the chapel to 
Church Bay, and near the shore at Cooraghy Bay. 
 
 

50. COMMON SNIPE  Gallinago gallinago 
Common breeding species; present throughout the year. 

2022 
Breeding season: Snipe were seen throughout the year, breeding in numerous locations, although it was noticed that the 
number of birds displaying in the spring seemed lower than in previous years, particularly in the western parts of the island. 
Dusk surveys in the spring, undertaken as part of the LIFE Raft fieldwork, found the greatest concentration to be at the south end 
of the island between the Rue and Ushet Lough, where at least 6 birds were displaying on some nights. 
Migrants: Single birds found resting on tidal rocks in Church Bay on 27th and 29th August were perhaps newly arrived migrants, 
and a flock of 6 was seen flying south at sea on 7th September. There was an apparent arrival of birds coinciding with a cold snap 
in December, with sightings at that time including 18 together at Mullindress on the 10th. 
 
 

51. GREY PHALAROPE  Phalaropus fulicarius 
Scarce visitor. 

2022 
A group of 3 was at sea off the East Lighthouse on 6th October. A lone bird was feeding on the water close to the base of the 
cliffs at Ballyconagan on 30th November. These are the first records since 2015. 
 
 

When a small wader flies into view, it always comes as a surprise if it suddenly lands on the water! This Grey Phalarope spent the 
afternoon merrily bobbing about close to shore on the north side of the island.  
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52. COMMON SANDPIPER  Actitis hypoleucos 
Fairly common passage migrant in spring and autumn. 

2022 
Spring passage: Single birds at Ushet Lough on 12th April and at the Rue on 13th April were the first of the spring. Records on 
three further dates in April included 3 birds on the 27th. There were sightings on most days in the first half of May, including a 
high count of 4 together in the harbour on the 4th. A lone bird on 28th May was the only record in the second half of the month, 
and the final sighting of the spring. 
Breeding season: One bird spent several days singing and displaying in the harbour in early May, but there was no further sign of 
nesting behaviour. 
Autumn passage: A couple of birds on 7th July were the first sign of return passage, and up to 2 were seen on 8 more dates 
during the month. Small numbers continued to be seen throughout August, with a peak of 3 on the 15th. Single birds were seen 
on several days in early September, including the last of the year on the 7th. 
 

53. GREEN SANDPIPER  Tringa ochropus 
Rare migrant. 

2022 
One was seen briefly at Craigmacagan Lough on 13th August. This is the first sighting since 2019, and only the fourth 
documented record of the species on Rathlin. 
 
 

54. COMMON GREENSHANK  Tringa nebularia 
Uncommon passage migrant. 

2022 
Spring passage: A group of 3 was in Church Bay before flying away high over the island on 30th March. 
Autumn passage: Single birds were seen on 16th and 17th July. In August, there were further singletons on the 1st and 11th (JC), 
a flock of 3 on the 15th, and more lone birds on the 16th and 24th. 
 
 

55. COMMON REDSHANK  Tringa totanus 
Common passage migrant and fairly common winter visitor. 

2022 
Winter/spring: Up to 11 were seen regularly throughout January to March. The highest count in April was 10, and sightings 
became few towards the month’s end. The only record in May was 2 at Ushet Lough on the 28th (JC). 
Autumn/winter: 2 in Mill Bay on 25th June were perhaps early return passage migrants. More were heard calling over Church 
Bay after dark on 30th June. A flock of 17 at the Rue on 3rd July (JC) included one colour-ringed bird (see details below). The first 
juveniles were among the year’s highest count of Redshanks on 26th July, when a flock of 38 was at the Rue and 3 more were in 
Church Bay. For the rest of July and the first half of August there were no counts higher than 5, but slightly higher tallies in the 
following weeks included a flock of 20 on 16th August and 25 on 21st August. After 12 on 5th September, only single figures 
were recorded for the rest of the month and throughout October. Apart from 12 on 10th November, counts in November and 
December were all fewer than 10 birds. 
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56. GREAT SKUA  Stercorarius skua 

Rare breeding species with a pair present each season since 2010, nesting annually since 2011; fairly common autumn passage 
migrant offshore. 

2021 
One bird was back at the usual territory at Kebble on 27th March, where it had been joined by its partner the following day. The 
pair successfully fledged a single chick (LM).  

Seabird census2: Two pairs were recorded for the island, based on observation of the confirmed nesting pair plus additional 
bird(s) present in suitable habitat during the nesting season. However, only the one pair is thought to have actually nested. 

2022 
Breeding season: The first returning bird was at Kebble on 25th March, with both birds present on the usual territory by 6th 
April. Mating was observed on the morning of 6th May. A nesting attempt took place, but this failed, perhaps as early as 7th June 
when both birds were seen sitting away from the nest, and certainly by late June when they were no longer defending their 
territory. Both disappeared completely after early July. As in previous years, other Great Skuas were occasionally seen elsewhere 
around the island during the nesting season, although no other signs of breeding activity were observed. 
Autumn passage: Many Great Skua colonies suffered huge losses from the Avian Influenza outbreaks in 2022. It is not known 
whether the early departure of Rathlin’s nesting pair was connected to the disease, but the poor number of birds recorded 
passing offshore during the autumn could very well have been a result of the reduced populations further north. The species was 
recorded offshore on just four dates in August and three dates in September, with no more than 2 birds on any of these 
occasions. The last sighting of the year was on 14th September. 
 
 

57. ARCTIC SKUA  Stercorarius parasiticus 
Fairly common autumn passage migrant offshore. 

2022 
The first sighting of the year was an adult seen distantly from the West Light on 8th July. Another was off the East Lighthouse on 
14th July (JC), and another in Mill Bay on 25th July (LM). There were records of up to 2 birds on five dates in August. Just a couple 
of sightings in September included 3 off the East Lighthouse on the 6th. Sightings on four dates in October included 3 on the 9th, 
which were the last sightings of the year. 
 
 

58. LONG-TAILED SKUA  Stercorarius longicaudus 
Rare autumn passage migrant. 

2022 
A juvenile was lingering offshore from the East Lighthouse on 4th September. This is just the second documented sighting of the 
species for Rathlin. 
 
 

59. LITTLE AUK  Alle alle 
Scarce winter visitor. 

2022 
One was in the harbour on 9th (PB) and 10th January.  
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60. COMMON GUILLEMOT  Uria aalge 
Abundant breeding species; common offshore throughout the year.  

2021 
Seabird census2: a total of 149,510 adults on nesting ledges were recorded. This is over 19,000 more than the last complete 
census of Rathlin’s Common Guillemots, undertaken in June 2011, which recorded 130,445 adult birds in the nesting colony4. 
Based on the latest census information, Rathlin is by far the biggest colony for this species in all Ireland and GB25. 

2022 
Pre-breeding season: The first sighting of any Common Guillemots coming ashore to the nesting colony was on 13th January, 
when 15 birds were visible on the cliffs near the West Light. The usual “here today, gone tomorrow” pattern ensued over 
subsequent weeks, with the number of birds present generally increasing visit on visit. The first recorded large arrival was on 3rd 
February, when about 7,000 were visible ashore in the same area, and the colony looked more or less full on some days from 
early March. 
Breeding season: Several birds were incubating by 8th May, and chicks were seen from 8th June (RT). An early ‘jumpling’ was 
seen fledging from the colony on 28th June, followed by greater numbers in early July, and by 5th July parts of the colony were 
already visibly thinning out. The peak of the fledging occurred earlier than in previous years, and we suspect this is linked to a far 
lower rate of egg predation and related disturbance by Ravens than in previous years, which allowed for relatively earlier 
hatching. Observations of numerous jumplings fledging during the day (RT) were also unusual compared with the preceding 
years, when fledging activity was almost exclusively observed in the evenings. The colony was looking very empty by 20th July, 
with just a few birds remaining. 
Despite the visible impact of HPAI on the Guillemots close to the West Light and much greater mortality within the colony than 
would be seen in a typical year, overall productivity still appeared to be good, with large numbers of chicks seen fledging during 
July. However, it was suspected that post-fledging mortality may have been very high (see the Avian Influenza section, page 16). 
Other parts of the island’s Common Guillemot colony were surveyed for signs of HPAI, but no sick or dead birds were observed 
away from the large concentrations on the cliffs and sea stacks surrounding the West Light, although it is perhaps in this area 
that it is easiest for carcasses to accumulate on the beaches and rock platforms below the cliffs.  
Autumn/winter: Only small numbers were seen offshore during the late summer and early autumn. Much larger numbers of 
auks were seen at sea in late October and early November, although Common Guillemots were greatly outnumbered by 
Razorbills. Towards the end of the year, only very small numbers were seen. 

 

The usual high drama of jumplings time held extra poignancy this year, as the Common Guillemot chicks (left) “fledged” from the 
cliffs amid worrying scenes of HPAI claiming victims in the colony. On 21st March, a dead Common Guillemot was found in Mill 
Bay bearing a ring (right), and the resulting response from the BTO revealed that the bird had been ringed as an adult on the 
west coast of Colonsay in 1995. We can assume the bird was almost certainly actively breeding at that time, and with breeding 
typically beginning at 5 years, we can infer that this Guillemot was in at least its 32nd year when it died. The ringer, David 
Jardine, kindly got in touch with the additional information that this bird had been part of a long-term study of around 1,000 
ringed Guillemots, and this individual had been recaptured (again, presumably at its nest) in 1997, 1998 and 2001, and seen at 
the colony again in 2019. So not only had this individual reached quite a ripe old age, but it had managed to contribute multiple 
data points over its lifetime that illustrate the site faithfulness and longevity of this species. The base of the ring was noticeably 
thin, worn down by rubbing against rocks over many, many breeding seasons. 
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61. RAZORBILL  Alca torda 
Abundant breeding species; common offshore throughout the year.  

2021 
Seabird census2: 22,421 adults on nesting ledges were counted. This is a very similar count to that recorded in the last complete 
census, undertaken in June 2011, which recorded 22,975 adults in the nesting colony4. A 2021 estimate puts the global 
population of “mature” Razorbills at 838,000 – 1,660,00026, which would mean around 1.4–2.7% of the world’s entire breeding 
population nests on Rathlin.   

2022 
Breeding season: Large numbers back on the nesting ledges on 27th February were the first Razorbills seen coming ashore in 
2022. From then on, visits to the colony were sporadic until nesting got underway in the spring. The first egg was seen being 
incubated on 4th May, and chicks were seen from 8th June (RT). 
 
As part of the fieldwork for the LIFE Raft project, 157 nest sites, split fairly 
evenly across 5 different sub-colonies, were monitored. Overall, about two 
thirds of monitored nests successfully fledged a chick, including the nests 
near the West Light where productivity remained very similar to that 
observed in previous years (see Rathlin Bird Report 2020). Nests on cliffs 
near the Rue were strikingly less successful (only about one third of nests 
fledged a chick), but no reasons for failure were directly observed. This is a 
marginal part of the island’s Razorbill colony, and we might speculate that 
the small number of birds nesting here are more vulnerable to predation 
than in the main concentrations, or that birds choosing to nest here are 
less experienced or less dominant. 
Autumn/winter: Small numbers were seen offshore throughout the late 
summer and early autumn, with some much large movements of several 
thousand birds feeding and passing by offshore in late October and early 
November. Towards the year’s end, only small numbers were seen. 

   
 
 

62. BLACK GUILLEMOT  Cepphus grille 
Common breeding species; present for much of the year. 

2021 
Black Guillemots were not surveyed during the 2021 seabird census, as those counts were carried out beyond the optimum 
survey time for this species. The usual annual count of Black Guillemots around the whole island recorded just 51 individual birds 
(per Liam McFaul). This includes a total of 27 for the sections of coast that are owned by the RSPB, a figure that appears to have 
been mistakenly quoted elsewhere as the whole-island total. Similar inconsistencies in reported totals from previous years makes 
it difficult to compare the counts between different years, but the 2021 total is certainly one of the lowest counts ever recorded. 
However, as far greater numbers were seen during counts in 2022, it is suspected that this single count in 2021 probably poorly 
represented that year’s population (see further comments below on how the vagaries of this enigmatic species affect surveying). 

2022 
Winter/spring: Very low numbers were seen regularly in Church Bay from the start of the year, increasing from mid-February as 
birds began gathering around the nesting areas. 
Breeding season: As part of monitoring for the LIFE Raft project, five counts of the main Black Guillemot colony at Knockans 
were undertaken between 28th March and 20th April. The number of adult birds seen on these counts ranged from 134 to 189, 
with the latter number recorded on 13th April. These are the highest numbers recorded since the early 2000s, despite other 
smaller colonies in other parts of the island not being included this year. These results, especially coming straight after the very 
low count in 2021, suggest that survey effort, timing and conditions may have a large effect on the number of birds recorded, 
and that the apparent dramatic fluctuations in Rathlin’s Black Guillemot population are not entirely true to reality. However, it 
was felt that the number of birds present in 2022 was genuinely higher than in other recent years. Adults were seen bringing fish 
to nest sites in late July, and numbers of birds at the colony seemed to decrease quickly in August. 
Autumn/winter: As in previous years, Black Guillemots were virtually absent from Rathlin from late August to mid-November, 
during which time there were only two sightings of birds flying at sea off the Rue. The first bird back close to shore in Church Bay 
was on 17th November, and one or two birds were seen there regularly for the rest of the year. 
 
  

A Razorbill with aberrant pale brown plumage – 
shown here to the left of a Common Guillemot 
and two typical Razorbills – was seen regularly 
from the West Light in the 2022 season. 
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63. ATLANTIC PUFFIN  Fratercula arctica 
Common breeding summer visitor.  

2021 
The first sighting of the year was 4 birds back at the colony near the West Light on 30th March (see Arrival dates of spring 
migrants, p14). 
Seabird census2:  407 individual Puffins were counted, which is the lowest census count ever, and the weather varying between 
count days was cited as a complicating factor4. The last complete census of Rathlin’s breeding Puffins, undertaken in June 2011, 
recorded 695 individuals4. (This appears as 695 occupied burrows in the SMP database, where we assume there has been an 
input error for the count unit).  

As a burrow-nesting species, Puffins are particularly tricky customers to survey, and far less straightforward than the other 
seabird census species. The numbers of birds visible at the colony can vary dramatically between days or within the same day, 
and it is not expected that the number reported in 2021 closely represents the true total number of Puffins breeding on Rathlin, 
which our own observations show must be considerably higher than this (see notes below on the peak counts observed annually 
just at the West Light). However, counts made by the same methods (and subject to the same limitations) in 1985 and 1999, 
which recorded 2,398 birds and 1,579 birds respectively, make it clear that Rathlin’s Puffin population has decreased such that 
where it previously numbered in the thousands, it now probably numbers only in the hundreds. The past census data perhaps 
indicates a large decrease in the number of Puffins nesting along the north and east sections of Rathlin, but a comparatively 
lower decrease in the Puffins concentrated at the west end of the island. 

2022 
The first 2 birds were seen back at the West Light colony on 26th March (back to the usual schedule once again!). The first 
sighting of a bird returning to the colony with fish for its chick was on 3rd June (RT). A rather late adult was seen returning to the 
colony with fish on 8th August, but by this point virtually all other Puffins had already departed. There were no further sightings 
until a late record of 3 seen from the Rathlin ferry on 9th September (TM).  

As part of fieldwork for the LIFE Raft project, an attempt was made to monitor Puffin nesting success, and as direct access to the 
burrows was not possible this was done by watching for adults entering burrows with fish to feed their chicks. In previous 
seasons, a sighting of a Puffin arriving with fish had been a depressingly rare thrill, but in 2022 it was apparent that they were 
faring much better – this time parents were repeatedly bustling into their burrows with beakful after beakful for their chicks, 
which led to noticeably more sightings of precocious pufflings popping out all over the place. Viewing from the West Light, 106 
apparently occupied burrows were identified in May, and subsequently about half of these burrows were observed receiving a 
delivery of fish at least once. However, an amazing 72 additional burrows were also seen receiving fish, and it was baffling that 
there could be so many further active burrows that had not been identified as occupied in May. This probably highlights the 
challenges of indirect assessment of productivity, but if we infer that the colony viewed from the West Light hosts around 178 
pairs, this would tally well with counts of more than 300 adults visible in the colony at dusk in July (and similar maximum counts 
observed each year 2017-2020 (see the Rathlin Bird Report for 2020 and other years).  

Winter records: It is exceptional for Puffins to be in these waters outside of the breeding season, but the winter of 2021/2022 
was very unusual, with several unseasonal sightings around the UK and Ireland. In mid-November 2021, about 12 Puffins were 
seen from a fishing boat offshore from Rathlin (BM). Also in the local area, one was at Ballycastle harbour on 30th October 2021 
(per Kintra Boat Tours via Twitter), and one was off Garron Point, Carnlough, on 5th January 2022 (David Steele, per NI Birds). 
Many such birds were presumably in poor condition, and some dead birds were found washed up on the coast. On Rathlin, 
single dead Puffins were found washed up on 7th and 18th February 2022. Similarly, the following winter, a Puffin seen from a 
boat close to Rathlin on 15th November 2022 (FM/JS et al.) was well outside the usual season for the species to be present in 
this area. 
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64. BLACK-LEGGED KITTIWAKE  Rissa tridactyla 
Abundant breeding species; common offshore throughout the year.  

2021 
Seabird census2: 13,706 apparently occupied nests were counted, nearly 5,800 more than the last complete census of Rathlin’s 
breeding Kittiwakes, undertaken in June 2011, which recorded 7,922 occupied nests4. There were multiple sections of cliff where 
about 500–900 more nests were recorded than in 2011, and the biggest increases was recorded at North and West Kebble, each 
with about 1,100 more nests2. Such an increase comes on the back of a run of bumper seasons with excellent productivity in 
each year since 2017, and shows a remarkably tenacious recovery after a troubling period that saw the low census count of 2011 
followed by the disastrous season of 2013, described as the Kittiwakes’ “worst year on record” (per Liam McFaul). The 2021 
count was the largest Kittiwake count ever recorded for Rathlin, and makes the island the third biggest colony of all Ireland and 
GB, behind Fowlsheugh and Flamborough Head/Bempton Cliffs4. 

2022 
Only small numbers were seen offshore in the early part of the year. A few small flocks were lingering offshore from the West 
Light on 6th March, and more than 1,000 were rafting on the water there on the 12th, before large numbers were seen coming 
ashore to the nesting sites from the 17th. 
Breeding season: A complete clutch of 3 eggs on 20th May were the first Kittiwake eggs seen this season. Some nests had chicks 
by 15th June, and the first fledged juvenile was seen on 20th July. By the middle of August, the vast majority of chicks had 
fledged. 

As part of monitoring for the LIFE Raft project, 291 nests at four separate sub-colonies were monitored during the breeding 
season. Across the four sites, about a quarter of nests were observed to fail, but overall, productivity was again high with an 
average of just over one chick fledged per nest. This is very similar to the success rate observed among monitored nests at the 
West Light in 2019 and 2020 (see Rathlin Bird Report 2020). However, as an individual sub-colony, the birds at the West Light – 
where the largest number of nests were monitored – did not fare quite as well as in 2020, with more nest failures and fewer 
pairs managing to fledge two chicks. No monitored nests at any of the sub-colonies managed to fledge three chicks this year. 

The timing of many of the observed nest failures at the West Light coincided with the unusual accumulation of sick and dead 
Kittiwakes (see Avian Influenza section, p16) that were likely to be victims of HPAI. This prompted fears that the disease would 
quickly spread among the Kittiwakes and a very high rate of nest failures would be seen, but fortunately this did not seem to 
happen. The Kittiwake nesting season proceeded largely as normal, and there was no obvious connection between nest failures 
and HPAI. 

At the smallest sub-colony monitored, made up of 39 nests near the East Lighthouse, about half the nests failed, including a 
cluster of eight nests that failed simultaneously in the second week of July (cause unknown). 

Autumn/winter: Numbers offshore were mostly quite low early in the autumn, but flocks of several hundred were seen from the 
start of October. From around 25th October, huge feeding gatherings of gulls, mostly Kittiwakes, appeared in Rathlin Sound. 
These flocks were largely too far offshore to count properly, but easily numbered 10,000 birds. 
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65. SABINE'S GULL  Xema sabini 
Scarce autumn passage migrant offshore. 

2022 
Autumn passage: All sightings this year were offshore close to the East Lighthouse. A presumed 2CY bird flew north on 16th 
August. At least 3 juveniles were seen offshore on 7th September, and an adult passed by on 8th September. 
 
 

66. BLACK-HEADED GULL  Chroicocephalus ridibundus 
Much declined breeding species and very common autumn passage migrant; much less common in winter. 

2021 
Seabird census2: 5 apparently occupied nests were counted, along the eastern side of the south end of the island. At least 
around 12 pairs were present early in the nesting season (per GP), but most of these nests had likely already failed by the time of 
the main count, repeating the now familiar pattern of small colonies attempting to nest annually in varying locations with very 
little success. This species is now dwindling close to extinction on Rathlin, having declined from nearly 400 pairs at the time of 
the 1999 census. 

2022 
Winter/spring: Mostly only very small numbers were seen in January and February, with 20 on 5th February easily the highest 
count recorded. 
Breeding season: More than 20 birds gathered at the previous colony at Kebble Lough in late March but, as in other recent years, 
this site was quickly abandoned. A small colony established in a new location at Ballycarry, where at least 14 apparently occupied 
nests were present in June. At least one pair also attempted to nest near the south end of the island. Juveniles appeared in 
Church Bay from 12th July, although these were not necessarily birds raised on the island. 
Autumn/winter: Generally small numbers were present throughout early and mid-autumn, with no particularly notable counts 
in this period. At least 80 were in Church Bay on 24th October, and huge feeding frenzies of Kittiwakes and other gulls feeding in 
Rathlin Sound over the following couple of weeks certainly included hundreds of Black-headed Gulls, although they were 
invariably too distant to attempt more precise counts. From mid-November onwards, only very small numbers were recorded. 
 
 

67. LITTLE GULL  Hydrocoloeus minutus 
Scarce visitor. 

2022 
A 2CY bird was roosting with Kittiwakes at the Rue on 6th (GP) and 7th June. Another 2CY was at the Rue on 17th July. Single 
juveniles were seen offshore from the East Lighthouse on 7th and 8th September. In October, single adults were among large 
numbers of gulls in Church Bay and Rathlin Sound on the 26th and 31st, and single 1CY birds were seen there on 8th (JC) and 
25th November. 
 

Little Gull at the Rue on 7th June 2022, its red legs and small size standing out among the Black-legged Kittiwakes. 
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68. MEDITERRANEAN GULL  Ichthyaetus melanocephalus 
Uncommon/scarce visitor. 

2021 
An adult flew past the Rue on 14th October. 

2022 
With perhaps 9 or more different individuals recorded, 2022 was a record year for this species on Rathlin. A record count of 4 (2 
adults and 2 2CY birds) were in Church Bay on 12th July. In August,  a 2CY was in Church Bay on the 9th, and a 1CY was there on 
the 19th and 20th. Further 1CY birds were seen on 4th and 12th September, and from 24th to 27th October. 
 
 

One of four Mediterranean Gulls present in Church Bay on 12th July 2022. 
 

 
69. COMMON GULL  Larus canus 
Common breeding species; present year-round. 

2021 
Seabird census2: 69 apparently occupied nests were counted. This is down from the 94 counted in the last (2011) census, but 
similar to the results of the censuses in 1999 and 2007. It was observed that the species had a poor nesting season, and a fairly 
low total of 31 chicks were ringed (GP). 

2022 
Winter/spring: Only very small numbers were seen around the start of the year, but there was a gathering of 90 near Doon Bay 
on 20th January, and birds seemed to be assembling around the breeding areas from late February. 
Breeding season: After a couple of poor seasons, including almost complete failure in 2020 (see Rathlin Bird Report 2020), 
Rathlin’s Common Gulls appeared to fare much better in 2022. No full counts or productivity monitoring were carried out, but a 
total of 84 chicks were ringed (GP), despite the suspension of ringing activities by the BTO in late June due to the avian influenza 
outbreak. This indicates far more chicks were raised than in the preceding seasons. Fledged juveniles were seen from 22nd June. 
Autumn/winter: Small numbers were present throughout the late summer and autumn, but there were no notable 
concentrations until late October and early November, when large mixed flocks of feeding gulls in Rathlin Sound likely included 
hundreds of Common Gulls (the flocks were invariably too distant to count species accurately). After that it was mostly back to 
low numbers, although at least 80 were feeding just offshore from Lack Point on 24th November.  
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70. HERRING GULL  Larus argentatus 
Common breeding species; present year-round. 

2021 
Seabird census2: 83 apparently occupied nests were counted, mainly along the north side of the island where most nest among 
larger numbers of Lesser Black-backed Gulls. This suggests a slow recovery in numbers following the catastrophic population 
crash from over 4,000 nests in 1985 to near-extinction in 2007. 

2022 
Herring Gulls were seen commonly throughout the year, although not usually in large numbers. Breeding occurred in mixed 
colonies with the more numerous Lesser Black-backed Gulls. There was a distinct influx around 26th October, with gatherings of 
up to 250 birds in Church Bay at that time, and many more (as well as very large numbers of other gulls) offshore. 
 
 

71. ICELAND GULL  Larus glaucoides 
Scarce winter visitor. 

2021 
An immature bird flew south over Church Bay on 17th February. An adult was in Church Bay on 26th November. 

2022 
A 1CY in Church Bay on 25th December was the year’s only record. 
 
 

72. LESSER BLACK-BACKED GULL  Larus fuscus 
Common breeding summer visitor and passage migrant. 

2021 
Seabird census2: 519 apparently occupied nests were counted, mainly on the north side of the island in mixed colonies with 
smaller numbers of Herring Gulls. This documents a large increase in the breeding population of this species since the previous 
census: the main concentration on the shore just west of Lack Point held more than three times as many nests as were recorded 
in 20114, and the shore between Ballyconagan and the East Lighthouse that has been colonised since the previous census held 
nearly a hundred additional nests. 

2022 
The year’s first sighting was 3 adults at Ushet Lough on 25th February, and at least 30 were at the nesting colony at Lack Point on 
the 27th. No count was attempted of the number of breeding pairs, but the nesting colony appeared to have a successful season, 
with many fledged juveniles seen. Small numbers were seen migrating south past the island in August and early September, and 
there were very few sightings by mid-September. The final sighting of the year was an adult at Kebble on 22nd September. 
 
 

73. GLAUCOUS GULL  Larus hyperboreus 
Scarce winter visitor. 

2021 
A 1CY was roosting with other gulls at Kebble Lough on 21st October. A 1CY was at the Rue on 2nd December. 

2022 
A 2CY bird was seen in Church Bay on 9th January, and what appeared to be the same individual continued to be seen 
occasionally until 12th March. A 2CY was in the harbour on 11th May. An immature (1 or 2CY) was among thousands of gulls 
feeding in Rathlin Sound on 31st October. 
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74. GREAT BLACK-BACKED GULL  Larus marinus 
Common year-round, nesting in low numbers. 

2021 
Seabird census2 : 12 apparently occupied nests were recorded, creeping up from the 8 apparently occupied nests recorded in the 
2011 census4. On Rathlin, Great Black-backed Gull pairs have mainly nested singly, but recently a few pairs have established with 
or near the expanding mixed colonies of Lesser Black-backed Gulls and Herring Gulls.   

2022 
Great Black-backed Gulls were seen commonly throughout the year, nesting in scattered locations. No particularly large 
gatherings were seen, and around 30 loafing at Kebble Lough in late autumn were the highest counts of the year. 
 
 

75. COMMON TERN  Sterna hirundo 
Rarely recorded, but probably overlooked, passage migrant. 

2022 
A single bird on the shore near Doon Bay on 12th April was the only sighting of the year. 
 
 

76. ARCTIC TERN  Sterna paradisaea 
Fairly common autumn passage migrant offshore. 

2022 
A couple of birds off the East Lighthouse on 16th August were the first of the year. Another 2 were off the East Lighthouse on 8th 
September, and 2 more on 6th October. A late juvenile was in Church Bay on 26th October. 
 
 

–'Commic Tern'  Sterna hirundo/paradisaea 

 
Most Common/Arctic 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. Based on the birds that come close enough to identify, most of 
our ‘commic’ terns are probably Arctic Terns. 

2022 
Very small numbers of distant terns were occasionally seen offshore from 5th August to 7th September, including 6 on 16th 
August. 
 
 

77. SANDWICH TERN  Thalasseus sandvicensis 
Fairly common non-breeding summer visitor and autumn passage migrant. 

2022 
Spring/summer: A pair displaying in Church Bay on 3rd April were the first of the year. There were sightings of small numbers on 
four further dates in April, including at least 4 seen on the 23rd, then on three dates in May, and on two dates in June. An adult 
was feeding a juvenile on the shore of Church Bay on 4th July, and 5 adults were present on 10th July. 
Autumn passage: A group of 5 were in Church Bay on 3rd August, with up to 2 present on 18th and 20th August. In September, 2 
were off the East Lighthouse on the 4th, and 5 in Church Bay on the 6th were the last of the year. 
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78. RED-THROATED DIVER  Gavia stellata 
Uncommon passage migrant and winter visitor offshore. 

2022 
There were no sightings until 13th August, when 2 flew south down the east coast of the island. In September, 3 flew south past 
the East Lighthouse on the 4th, followed by 2 on the 7th and a single bird on the 14th. Another flew past the East Lighthouse on 
7th October. 
 
 

79. GREAT NORTHERN DIVER  Gavia immer 
Fairly common passage migrant and winter visitor offshore. 

2022 
Winter/spring: There were numerous sightings in January and February, all single birds, and usually offshore from Church Bay. 
Up to 3 were seen in Church Bay during March, including an immature bird calling repeatedly from the water on the 28th. There 
were just a couple of sightings in April. In May, most sightings were of birds flying overhead or offshore, including 2 heading west 
over the island on the 5th, and 4 flying high north past the West Light on the 17th. In June, 5 were seen flying north from the 
East Lighthouse on the 1st, and a lone bird was in Church Bay on the 29th. 
Autumn/winter: There were no further sightings until a lone bird flying south past the East Lighthouse on 4th September, 
followed by 3 flying past the Rue on 14th September. Up to 2 were seen passing offshore on four dates in October. November’s 
only sighting was of 4 flying past the Rue on the 15th, and single birds were seen in Church Bay a few times in December. 
 
 

80. EUROPEAN STORM-PETREL  Hydrobates pelagicus 
Common offshore but quite rarely seen from land; not known to breed on Rathlin. 

2022 
Breeding season: Several were seen flying around close to the cliffs during a night-time survey on 15th July (JC/LIFE Raft), and 
others were encountered on further nocturnal excursions in July and August. While no stronger evidence of nesting was 
observed, the presence of the species around the island during the breeding season does suggest that Storm-Petrels could be 
nesting somewhere on the island. Use of call playback in some suitable looking breeding habitat did not reveal any nests, but 
large areas of equally suitable habitat remain unsurveyed. 
Offshore sightings: There were more daytime sightings of birds passing offshore than in previous years. Most sightings were in 
August, beginning with one seen from the Rathlin Ferry on the 9th (JC), and then at least 12 seen from a boat off Bull Point on 
the 12th (LM). Records on 12 more dates during August included 4 seen from the East Lighthouse on the 19th, and a remarkable 
observation of around 20 off the West Light on the 21st (KK et al.). After August, the only record was of 3 off the East Lighthouse 
on 7th September. 
 
 

81. NORTHERN FULMAR  Fulmarus glacialis 
Common breeding species, present for much of the year.  

2021 
Seabird census2: 1,038 apparently occupied sites were recorded, a drop from the 1,518 apparently occupied sites recorded in the 
2011 census4, which is not surprising given the relentlessly low rate of breeding success in recent years (see Rathlin Bird Report 
2020). It was mainly the largest concentrations of Fulmars, at the west end of the island and along the north side, which saw 
large declines, while other sections of cliff hosting lower numbers of birds had mostly maintained similar numbers to 2011. 

After their usual disappearance at the end of the nesting season, many Fulmars returned to their nesting areas on 11th 
December and were regularly present for the rest of the year. 

2022 
Breeding season: Fulmars were frequently present around the nesting sites from the beginning of the year, although not 
continually so until the breeding season really began. The first Fulmar egg was seen on 17th May (RT), and chicks were seen from 
5th July.  

Continuing a run of poor breeding seasons, Fulmars again had very low productivity in 2022. Ninety apparent nests at four 
separate sub-colonies were monitored for the LIFE Raft project, of which only 18 successfully fledged a chick. Fulmar nests near 
the West Light fledged only 5 chicks from 26 apparent nests, faring even worse than in 2020 when 23 monitored nests produced 
7 chicks. Pairs nesting near the East Lighthouse suffered a near-complete disaster, with only one chick fledged out of 22 nests. 
The reasons for the high failure rate are not known, although predation is a possibility for some of the nest sites (including those 
that failed at the East Lighthouse) that are accessible to rats. 
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Numbers of Fulmars around the island tailed off quickly during September, and only very small numbers were seen offshore 
beyond mid-month. The final sighting of the autumn was on 27th September. 

Return to the colony: After two and a half months away, Fulmars arrived back in force on 20th December, when more than 700 
were counted offshore from Ballyconagan in the morning, and many more were seen from other parts of the island. Curiously, 
they all seemed to have disappeared again by the afternoon, but many were back again on the 22nd and were seen regularly for 
the remainder of the year. 

More than any of the other cliff-nesting seabird species, Northern Fulmars are particularly inscrutable on their nest sites, capable 
of sitting tight for a very long time without giving up any clues about their nest’s status. Above, we describe monitoring 
‘apparent’ nests, as often it can be difficult to directly observe whether or not the site occupied by a Fulmar pair contains an egg. 
For this reason, it is possible that the failure rate includes some apparent nests that were abandoned without even laying, which 
is slightly different to the way nest productivity is examined for other species. This may inflate the reported failure rate, but 
nonetheless captures birds occupying nest sites in the breeding season and failing to produce any young.   
 
 

82. GREAT SHEARWATER  Ardenna gravis 
Rare offshore passage migrant. 

2022 
One flew north past the East Lighthouse during a large movement of other shearwaters on 16th August. This is the first 
documented sighting from Rathlin since one was seen offshore from the same location in 1961. 
 
 

83. SOOTY SHEARWATER  Ardenna grisea 
Uncommon to fairly common offshore passage migrant in autumn. 

2022 
This was an exceptional year for Sooty Shearwaters, including some unprecedented high counts. This may in part be accounted 
for by taking up the East Lighthouse as the main seawatching spot, but it does seem likely that more of these birds than usual 
were present in Rathlin waters during the late summer and autumn. At least 50 were recorded during a large northward 
movement of shearwaters off the East Lighthouse on 16th August, although the true number was likely much higher than this. 
There were sightings of small numbers on four more dates in August, including 3 seen from the Rathlin Ferry on the 21st (KK). 
The species featured in almost every seawatch from the East Lighthouse during September, including at least 175 seen in four 
hours of watching on the 7th. Other counts in September included 19 on the 14th and 12 on the 26th. Less seawatching was 
carried out in October, and the month’s only record was 2 birds seen on the 7th. 
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84. MANX SHEARWATER  Puffinus puffinus 
Common offshore during the nesting season and the autumn passage period; previously presumed extinct as a breeding species. 

2021 
Unusually for the time of year, 3 were seen from the Rathlin ferry on 23rd December (DC). 

2022 
The year’s first sighting was a single bird distantly offshore on 3rd April, followed by another seen from the Rathlin ferry on 8th 
April (LM). Thereafter, the species became a regular sight offshore. 
Breeding season: With no confirmed breeding for more than 20 years, but occasional birds heard calling in recent breeding 
seasons, monitoring for this species was included in the LIFE Raft surveys to establish if Manx Shearwaters might still nest on the 
island. Nocturnal surveys between April and August detected the species calling along much of the island’s north coast. Using 
thermal imaging binoculars, numerous birds were seen landing in suitable areas of habitat in two separate areas. The 
inaccessibility of these areas made it impossible to check burrows for proof of nesting, but from the activity of adults around the 
colony during the breeding season it seems almost certain that Manx Shearwaters were at least attempting to breed. 
Autumn passage: Widely varying numbers were seen passing by offshore from late summer onwards. By far the biggest 
movement took place over just a couple of hours on the evening of 16th August, when a spectacular movement of shearwaters 
began suddenly at around 5pm. Initially, Manx Shearwaters were passing at a rate of more than 1,000 per hour, but it soon 
became impossible to count, with large numbers gathering to feed in the tide race and thousands more pouring though without 
stopping. By 7pm the movement had subsided, but probably more than 10,000 birds had passed by during that time. More than 
1,000 passed by in the morning of 7th September, but thereafter numbers were invariably much lower, dropping to just single 
figures in early October. After 9th October there were just two further sightings: late single birds in Rathlin Sound on 31st 
October and 10th November. 
 
 
 

85. BALEARIC SHEARWATER  Puffinus mauretanicus 
Scarce migrant offshore. 

2021 
One was reported from the Rathlin ferry on 23rd July (IE). 
 
 
 

86. NORTHERN GANNET  Morus bassanus 
Common offshore for most of the year, though far less numerous in winter; nearest breeding site is Ailsa Craig, 40 miles away. 

2022 
Small numbers offshore in January and February increase from March, and much larger numbers were passing by in April. 
Gannets were a common sight offshore throughout the summer and autumn, with some records of hundreds feeding near the 
island in October, although in general little attempt was made to count them. Juveniles were seen from 14th September. On 18th 
September, a bird swimming close to shore in the harbour was assumed to be unwell and had died on the beach by the next day, 
possibly a victim of HPAI. It’s possible that some or all of a small number of other adult gannets that washed up dead on the 
beaches of Church Bay and elsewhere were also attributable to HPAI.  

 
 
 

87. GREAT CORMORANT  Phalacrocorax carbo 
Present in small numbers throughout the year; no breeding records. 

2022 
Cormorants were present throughout the year, invariably in very small numbers. Most sightings were around the coastline, 
although they occasionally visited the freshwater loughs too. The largest number seen at any one time was 5 birds in Mill Bay on 
10th August. 
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88. EUROPEAN SHAG  Gulosus aristotelis 
Common breeding species; present year-round. 

2021 
Seabird census2: 74 apparently occupied nests were counted, 56 of which were at the main colony at Roonivoolin. This is the 
highest count in recent years, and an increase from 47 in the 2011 census, although observations in 2022 show that the true 
population is higher still (see below). 
 

2022 
Shags were seen commonly around the island throughout the year. One being caught and eaten by a Grey Seal in the harbour on 
28th February (LMF/FM et al.) was the most notable observation, as seal predation of birds seems to be previously unknown in 
this area. 
Breeding season: 79 nests were monitored at Roonivoolin for the LIFE Raft project, and these had a high success rate. Only 10 
nests failed, and overall productivity was just over 2 chicks fledged per nest. The fact that 79 occupied nests were identified at 
Roonivoolin alone, suggests that the whole-island population is somewhat higher than the number recorded in the previous 
year’s census. Taking into account the smaller numbers of Shag nests recorded by the census at various other parts of the island, 
it seems likely that the Rathlin population is currently around 100 pairs or more. 
 
 

89. GREY HERON  Ardea cinerea 
Breeding and present year-round in small numbers. 

2022 
Small numbers of Grey Herons were present throughout the year. At least one pair nested and had chicks in the nest by early 
February, then later four fledged juveniles were seen (AH and family). The highest number of Grey Herons seen together was 6 at 
Kebble Lough on 3rd July.  
As well as the more standard foraging behaviour on lough edges and beaches, at least one Heron was seen to be frequently 
fishing at night from the slipways, walls and pontoons in the harbour – it was presumed to be watching for crabs or fish attracted 
to the surface by the artificial lights, and was observed plunge-diving from the walls into the water to grab prey. Other rather 
surprising encounters with Herons included one seen stalking along the road at the chapel (MM) and nearby on Church Brae, and 
one accidentally disturbed from its roost in trees beside the chapel.  

 

Grey Heron hunting after dark from the walls of the harbour on 14th April 2022. 

 
90. LITTLE EGRET  Egretta garzetta 
Scarce visitor, just about annual in recent years. 

2021 
One was in Church Bay on 2nd December. 

2022 
With at least four separate birds seen during the year, 2022 was perhaps a record year for Little Egrets on Rathlin. Single birds 
were in Church Bay on 27th May (JC), on the east coast of the island on 27th June (GP), and in Church Bay on 3rd August. 
Another was present from 7th December until at least 28th December, regularly visiting Ushet Lough and Mill Bay during that 
time, and sightings at Ballygill Middle in the middle of the month (JM) and at Kebble Lough may have been the same bird again. 
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91. GOLDEN EAGLE  Aquila chrysaetos 

Rare visitor, presumably roaming across from Scotland. 

2021 
One was present for much of April, and was reported several times during its stay (LM, MC et al.). 

2022 
Sightings on several dates between 2nd April and 7th May likely all involved the same subadult bird. A younger immature bird 
was seen widely around the island from 4th to 10th September (JC et al.). 
 
 

92. HEN HARRIER  Circus cyaneus 
Uncommon visitor. 

2022 
Winter/spring: An adult/subadult male flew north over Craigmacagan Lough on 23rd January. In March, another male flew south 
past Ballyconagan on the 19th, and a female/immature was at Knockans on the 23rd (JS/JMF). A female was near Ballynoe on 
17th May. 
Autumn/winter: A female/immature was seen around Knockans on 2nd and 3rd August (RT et al.), and another was at 
Ballyconagan on the 10th. Another ringtail (female/immature) was at Kebble on 2nd and 3rd September (RT et al.), followed by 
others on the 12th (PQ), 16th and 25th, and a male at the south end of the island on the 26th. A ringtail was at Ballygill Middle 
on 22nd November (JS/JMF), and a male was seen in the same area on 13th December. 
 
 

93. EURASIAN SPARROWHAWK  Accipiter nisus 
Present year-round, breeding in a couple of locations, and fairly common passage migrant. 

2022 
Sparrowhawks were recorded in all months of the year. Birds were seen displaying over the harbour in April, and nesting likely 
occurred in at least a couple of locations on the island. It seemed to be a particularly good autumn for this species, with sightings 
virtually daily from early August and sightings of as many as 6 different birds on some dates in September. Sparrowhawks 
continued to be a very frequent sight all over the island for the rest of the year, noticeably more so than in previous winters. 
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94. RED KITE  Milvus milvus 
Scarce visitor, just about annual in recent years. 

2021 
A 2CY bird was seen flying near Craigmacagan Lough on 24th March. 

2022 
One was seen at Ballygill Middle on 5th July (SM). 
 
 

95. WHITE-TAILED EAGLE  Haliaeetus albicilla 
Scarce visitor, just about annual in recent years. 

2021 
This was a very good year for sightings of White-tailed Eagle on Rathlin, with probably four different birds visiting the island, 
three of which stayed for several days. One was seen distantly circling over the north cliffs at Kinramer on 6th March before 
drifting away to the northeast. Single birds were reported several times between 25th April and 2nd May, and likely refer to one 
lingering bird. A 1CY bird first seen at the Rue on 14th October remained on the island until at least 20th October, during which 
time it was most frequently seen over Kinramer and Kebble. It had leg rings, but was never seen well enough to read them. 
Finally, an unringed 1CY was seen at Mill Bay on 6th December (TM), and again at the west end of the island on 9th December. 

2022 
A 2CY was seen over Kinramer on 6th March, and continued to be seen widely around the island until at least 15th March. 
 

A White-tailed Eagle swept through the harbour early on 6th March 2022, spreading chaos wherever it went – geese and ducks 
scattered into the skies, and an entourage of clamouring gulls and corvids escorted the huge raptor as it soared out of sight.   

 
 
96. COMMON BUZZARD  Buteo buteo 
Common breeding resident. 

2022 
Buzzards were recorded very commonly throughout the year, nesting in numerous locations around the island’s cliffs. Fledged 
juveniles were seen from 9th July. Any migrants would be hard to detect due to the ever-present local population. 
 
 

97. LONG-EARED OWL  Asio otus 
Secretive breeding species, present in small numbers throughout the year. 

2022 
This species was present throughout the year, though only infrequently seen. Successful nesting occurred in at least three 
different locations. 
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98. COMMON KESTREL  Falco tinnunculus 
Uncommon/fairly common visitor; has not bred in recent years. 

2022 
Winter/spring: The first sighting of the year was near the chapel on 19th March. The only other spring record was at Kinramer on 
14th April (KK). 
Autumn/winter: one was at Kebble on 11th July, with 2 there the following day and until 20th July. Another was at Kinramer on 
31st July. In August, single birds were seen on four dates. Records on three more dates in mid-September included 2 on the 10th 
(JC). October was the best month of the year with sightings on 10 dates, including counts of 2 on the 19th and 30th. Up to 2 
continued to be recorded during the first half of November, and at least one was present for the second half of December. 
 
 

99. MERLIN  Falco columbarius 
Uncommon passage migrant and scarce winter visitor. 

2022 
Winter: There was a single winter sighting in mid-January (LM). 
Spring: A female was seen carrying a pipit at Kebble on 6th April. Another was hunting near Mill Bay on 12th April. In May, one 
flew high over Ballycarry on the 2nd, and another flew over Church Bay on the 15th (JC). 
Autumn/winter: The first autumn sighting was at the East Lighthouse on 8th September, followed by another on the 10th and a 
few more records towards the end of the month, including 2 on the 29th. In October, there were sightings on nine dates, 
including 2 at the East Lighthouse on the 11th and likely 3 different birds seen on the 29th. Single birds were seen on three dates 
in November, and in December one was at the harbour on the 2nd (JC) and another was at Kilpatrick on the 31st. 
 
 

100. PEREGRINE FALCON  Falco peregrinus 
Resident breeding species and occasional migrant. 

Following a couple of very productive years, both 2021 and 2022 were relatively poor for Rathlin’s nesting Peregrine Falcons. 

2021 
Breeding season: 5 pairs were recorded early in the season, but only 3 are known to have nested, fledging 6 young between 
them (JW). 

2022 
Peregrines were seen throughout the year. Occasional migrants are probably masked by the resident birds, although sightings of 
at least one immature bird in February may have involved an incomer. 
Breeding season: Again, adults were seen in suitable nesting habitat in five locations during the breeding season, but only 2 are 
known to have nested, fledging at least 3 young between them (JW). 
 

Despite seeing Peregrine Falcons very frequently on Rathlin it is rare to witness one actually making a kill, but on 1st October 
2022 we were lucky enough to be in the right place at the right time! While pootling along Church Bay in our mobile bird hide 
(normal people call it a car), we saw this badass female come hurtling out of nowhere and smash into a flock of Oystercatchers, 
pinning one to the ground beside the road. The raptor immediately set about plucking her unfortunate victim, so we grabbed a 
couple of hasty snaps through the car window and left her to enjoy the meal. 
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101. COMMON MAGPIE  Pica pica 
Uncommon resident and probably occasional migrant. 

2022 
As in previous years, a small number of Magpies was present in the western part of the island throughout the year. No more than 
4 were recorded at any one time. These birds seldom stray away from the west arm of the island, and a couple of sightings at 
Craigmacagan in November were unusual. 
 
 

102. EURASIAN JACKDAW  Coloeus monedula 
Uncommon visitor. 

2021 
Several small flocks that arrived during late 2020 remained on the island into 2021, including up to 13 still at Kinramer in early 
March. Although it was anticipated that some of these might stay to nest, they all appear to have moved on sometime in the 
early spring and no breeding attempts are known to have occurred. 

2022 
Spring passage: A lone bird on 6th March was the first sighting of the year. A flock of 6 flew south over the island on 18th March, 
and smaller numbers were seen on three further dates that month. Single birds were seen on six dates in April, and on two dates 
in May, including the last of the spring on the 8th. 
Autumn passage: Autumn kicked off with a large arrival on 18th October, comprising at least 200 birds in two flocks, and a flock 
of 82 seen the following day. A small number remained in subsequent days, with 10 at Ballycarry on 26th October the last record 
of the year. 
 

Remarkably high corvid diversity for Rathlin on 25th March 2022, with Eurasian Jackdaws, Rook and Carrion Crow all joining the 
Hooded Crows at Kebble.  
 
 

103. ROOK  Corvus frugilegus 
Uncommon visitor. 

2022 
Winter/spring passage: One was seen at Kinramer from 9th February to at least 7th March. Lone birds were seen on 23rd and 
25th March and on 15th April. The last spring sightings involved 3 birds flying around over the island on 28th April. 
Autumn/winter: A flock of 17 flying around over the harbour on 13th October was the first sighting of the autumn, and easily 
the highest count of Rooks recorded on Rathlin in recent in years. A few birds were noted among the large flocks of Jackdaws 
present on 18th October, and a small number seemed to remain on the island thereafter, mainly at Kinramer where up to 4 were 
seen in December. 
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104. CARRION CROW  Corvus corone 
Scarce visitor. 

2022 
A long-staying bird, or possibly a very Carrion Crow-like hybrid, present since 2020, continued to be seen with Hooded Crows 
around the south end of the island throughout 2022. Other presumed Carrion Crows were seen occasionally, although as most 
were distant views of birds in flight, dark hybrids couldn’t be ruled out. One was with a roaming flock of Hooded Crows near the 
West Light on 25th March. One flew over Glebe Lough in a flock of Hooded Crows on 15th April, and another was flying around 
near the East Lighthouse on 13th May. 
 
 

105. HOODED CROW  Corvus cornix 
Common breeding species, present throughout the year. 

2022 
Hooded Crows were common all over the island throughout the year, nesting in numerous locations. Fledged young were seen 
from early June. As part of monitoring for the LIFE Raft project, a survey following the island’s road from the Rue to the West 
Light on 12 April counted 75 birds, which was the year’s highest count. The main concentrations were typically at Doon Bay, 
where up to about 40 crows were present throughout the year, and Kinramer where up to 30 were seen going to roost in the 
plantation. 
Migrants: Odd migrants would be masked by the presence of resident birds, but occasional wandering flocks of visiting crows 
were seen. These included 35 high over Kebble on 31st March, 20 heading north over Church Bay on 15th April, and 30 over 
Ballyconagan on 7th May. 
 
 

106. COMMON RAVEN  Corvus corax 
Breeding resident and occasional migrant. 

2022 
Several pairs of Ravens were present throughout the year, nesting in scattered locations on the cliffs. Fledged young were seen 
from the start of May. 
 
Although a pair nested again near the West Light, the usual circus of egg-stealing antics (see 2020 Rathlin Bird Report) was not 
observed in this part of the seabird colony this year, raising suspicion that it was a different pair occupying the territory here. 
There were only occasional sightings of Ravens carrying away auk eggs, and not the intensive marauding of Stacknavarlea and 
nearby cliffs witnessed each May during 2017–2020. The Raven pair in this area fledged only one juvenile in 2022 (RT), which 
also suggests this was a different, less experienced partnership. Elsewhere on the island, Ravens were busy burgling even larger 
booty and were seen carrying away Greylag Goose eggs in at least two different locations, including a bird robbing an entire 
clutch, one by one, at Roonivoolin. 
Migrants: Occasional groups of wandering birds were seen, including a flock of 10 at Kebble on 4th March and 12 over the 
harbour on 27th August. 
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107. COAL TIT  Periparus ater 
Fairly common breeding resident and probably uncommon migrant. 

2022 
Coal Tits were present throughout the year, mainly in the areas with trees. Nesting occurred in several areas. There was little 
suggestion of autumn migration this year. 
 
 

108. EURASIAN BLUE TIT  Cyanistes caeruleus 
Fairly common breeding resident. 

2022 
A small population of this species was present throughout the year, mainly at Kinramer and in the area around the harbour. 
There was some indication of a small influx of this (and the following species) in October, including 6 at Kebble on the 18th. 
 
 

109. GREAT TIT  Parus major 
Fairly common breeding resident. 

2022 
Coal Tits were present throughout the year, mainly in the areas with trees. Nesting occurred in several areas. There was some 
indication of a small influx of this species (along with the previous species) in October, including 6 at Kebble on the 18th. 
 
 

110. EURASIAN SKYLARK  Alauda arvensis 
Common breeding species and passage migrant; uncommon in winter. 

2022 
Winter/spring: With no sightings in January, 5 flying over Kinramer on 9th February were the first of the year. There were 
numerous further sightings in February, including high counts of 21 at Kinramer on the 25th and 40 near Ally Lough on the 28th. 
Passage continued at a low level in the first half of March, but most sightings from then on appeared to be locally breeding birds. 
Numerous birds were singing on territory from 27th February onwards, and nesting occurred in many parts of the island.  
Autumn/winter: Presumed migrants were seen from early September onwards, but there were no particularly notable counts 
and no flocks greater than single figures were recorded beyond late September. Small numbers continued to trickle through 
during November, and even in December a few Skylarks could still be found scattered around the island, with some probably 
overwintering. 
 

Eurasian Skylarks remain common on Rathlin, filling the skies with song as early as late February. 
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111. SEDGE WARBLER  Acrocephalus schoenobaenus 
Common breeding summer visitor and passage migrant. 

2022 
Spring passage: The first of the year was singing at Craigmacagan Lough on 19th April, and numerous others were on territory by 
the end of the month. From early May most suitable habitat was occupied by singing Sedge Warblers, and passage was masked 
by the birds already holding territory. 
Breeding season: Pairs nested in suitable habitat all over the island, and fledged juveniles were seen at several sites from early 
July. As usual, Sedge Warblers disappeared from Rathlin during August, and there was little evidence of southbound passage. The 
year’s final sighting was at Kebble on 28th August. 
 

 

112. COMMON GRASSHOPPER WARBLER  Locustella naevia 
Uncommon passage migrant; breeds at least in some years. 

2022 
Spring passage/breeding season: It was an uncommonly good spring for this species, with more sightings than usual and 
numerous birds remaining to hold territory on the island. This is a secretive species, and breeding probably occurred in several 
locations even though no confirmation of successful nesting was observed. The first of the spring was heard at Kinramer on 18th 
April, followed by others at Kebble and the Rue the following day. The species was heard regularly at Kebble for the rest of April 
and much of May, including 3 birds singing there on 1st May, and breeding presumably took place at this location. Other birds on 
territory at likely breeding locations included one singing at Glebe from 27th April, and up to 3 singing at Kinramer. Further 
singing birds were noted at Knockans, Ballygill Middle and Ballycarry at various times during late April and May. A final late bird 
took up territory near the chapel in mid-July, but there was no sign of it beyond the 20th, and after that there were no further 
Grasshopper Warbler records at all.  
 

 

113. SAND MARTIN  Riparia riparia 
Fairly common summer visitor and passage migrant, breeding in small numbers. 

2022 
Spring passage/breeding season: The year’s first Sand Martin wasn’t seen until 16th April, much later than usual and, in a 
departure from the typical order of things, later than both Barn Swallow and House Martin. The first Sand Martin back at the 
small nesting colony near Ushet Lough was seen on 19th April, and at least 13 were present by the 25th. From then on birds 
were present throughout the nesting season, and there were other sightings from various parts of the island. A couple of birds 
appeared to be prospecting at a cliff near the East Lighthouse during May, but did not appear to make a nesting attempt. 
Autumn passage: There was very little sign of autumn passage this year, and the last sightings were on 20th August. 
 

Three young Sand Martins peeping out from their nest hole looked very nearly ready to fledge on 6th August 2022. 
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114. BARN SWALLOW  Hirundo rustica 
Common breeding summer visitor and passage migrant. 

2022 
Spring passage: The first of the year was seen flying over Kebble on 6th April, followed by further lone birds on the 10th and 
11th. Sightings became frequent from the 15th onwards, as more birds passed through and some began taking up territory on 
the island. 
Breeding season: Barn Swallows nested in many locations and fledged juveniles were seen from 7th July.  
Autumn passage: Small gatherings were noted from early August, and birds were seen actively migrating throughout the month. 
There were no large counts, but what passage occurred seemed to peak around the end of August and the first half of 
September, tailing off to just very small numbers later that month. There were daily records of up to 5 birds in early October, but 
a singleton on the 8th was the year’s last.  
 
 

115. COMMON HOUSE MARTIN  Delichon urbicum 
Common breeding summer visitor and passage migrant. 

2022 
Spring passage and breeding season: A single bird at Cleggan on 15th April and a couple there on the 18th were the first of the 
year. House Martins became a regular sight from early May, and settled to nest on buildings in a couple of areas. The nesting 
population would have masked some continuing migration, but sightings all over the island during May presumably involved 
birds passing through. At least one nest was still active as late as 6th September, containing large young by that time. 
Autumn passage: There was little noticeable autumn passage, and 10 birds at Kinramer on 19th September were the year’s last. 

 

The car park of McCuaig’s Bar was again popular with Common House Martins in the mood for construction – on 21st May 2022 
it was busy with birds gathering big gooey beakfuls of mud for their nests. 
 
 

116. WOOD WARBLER  Phylloscopus sibilatrix 
Scarce passage migrant. 

2022 
One singing at Ballycarry on 16th May was the only record this year. 
 

 

117. YELLOW-BROWED WARBLER  Phylloscopus inornatus 
Scarce autumn migrant. 

2022 
One in the trees and bushes behind the Manor House on 20th September was the first of the year, and the earliest ever record of 
this species on Rathlin. One was at Ballycarry on 12th October (NW), and another at Glebe the same day. 
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118. RADDE’S WARBLER  Phylloscopus schwarzi 
Rare vagrant. 

2022 
One was found just east of the walled garden near the Manor House on 22nd October, where it was foraging low down in the 
roadside vegetation and field margins. This is the first record of this Siberian vagrant on Rathlin (see p10 for more on new 
additions to the Rathlin list in 2022), and just the second for Northern Ireland.  
 
 

119. WILLOW WARBLER  Phylloscopus trochilus 
Common passage migrant and breeding summer visitor. 

2022 
Spring passage and breeding season: An early migrant was seen near the Manor House on 30th March (LM), but this remained 
the only record until 5 more arrived on 10th April. Willow Warblers quickly became numerous over the following days, with at 
least 10 just at Kinramer on the 13th and birds soon singing all over the island in the rest of April and early May. Although some 
birds were presumably passing through, many remained to hold territory, largely masking continued passage. Nesting occurred 
in most areas of suitable habitat. 
Autumn passage: Early autumn passage was hard to detect due to the continued presence of breeding birds. Only small 
numbers were seen by late August, and single birds were seen on just five dates in September, the last of which was on the 23rd. 

A wary Willow Warbler seen on 26th April 2022, waiting for the coast to be clear so it can get on with building its nest. 

 

120. COMMON CHIFFCHAFF  Phylloscopus collybita 
Fairly common passage migrant, breeding in small numbers. 

2022 
Spring passage: One near the harbour on 19th March was the first of the year, and at least 3 further birds were seen at various 
locations before the end of the month. There were scattered sightings throughout April and singing birds in a few locations in 
May, but there were no definite nesting attempts this year and one on 22nd May was the last of the spring. 
Autumn passage: There were no further records until one on 8th September, and just a couple more sightings that month. 
October had sightings of up to 2 birds on nine dates, and single birds seen in different parts of the island on 3rd and 4th 
November were the last of the year. 
 
 

121. LONG-TAILED TIT  Aegithalos caudatus 
Scarce visitor. 

2021 
A small flock that had arrived on the island in October 2020 overwintered at Kinramer, where up to 5 were seen regularly until 
24th February. An apparently lone bird was at Kebble on 27th March. 

2022 
There were no sightings until 3 at Kinramer on 18th October, and these appear to have stayed in that area until at least the end 
of the month. Another sighting of 3 at Kebble on 4th November may have been the same flock roaming more widely. A flock of 
13 was at Ballycarry on 29th October. Another flock of at least 14 was first seen at Kinramer on 12th November, and at least 
some of this group were still there by late December.  
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122. EURASIAN BLACKCAP  Sylvia atricapilla 
Fairly common passage migrant and summer visitor breeding in small numbers. 

2022 
Spring passage and breeding season: A couple of birds near the harbour on 10th April were the first of the year, and there were 
records on four more dates that month. There were sightings throughout May, including a small number of birds that appeared 
to establish territories on the island. At least one pair remained throughout the breeding season and presumably nested.  
Autumn passage: A single bird at Kinramer on 14th August was probably the first recorded autumn migrant, but Blackcaps were 
only seen on three further dates up until the end of September. October was slightly better, with records on five dates including 
a count of 3 on the 18th. A late male was at Kinramer on 8th November (JS/JMF). 
 
 

123. COMMON WHITETHROAT  Curruca communis 
Common breeding summer visitor and passage migrant. 

2022 
Spring passage and breeding season: The year’s first was on 20th April (KK), followed by at least 2 more in the following week. 
Sightings became frequent from early May, with birds quickly taking up territory in suitable habitat and making continued 
passage hard to detect. Whitethroats nested in many locations, and fledged juveniles were seen from 18th June. 
Autumn passage: Breeding birds and their young were still in evidence in late August, masking any early return passage. There 
were records on five dates in September, including 2 birds on the 6th and the year’s final sighting on the 19th. 
 

Common Whitethroats appeared to have a successful year in 2022, with family parties of hungry fledged juveniles and their 
harried-looking parents seen in numerous parts of the island. 
 
 

124. GOLDCREST  Regulus regulus 
Breeding species and common passage migrant, present year-round. 

2022 
Goldcrests were seen commonly throughout the year, mainly in areas with trees, and bred in several locations. Their presence 
probably masked small numbers of migrants, although birds in atypical locations were often assumed to have recently arrived, 
and there were periods of noticeable influx when the species was far more numerous than usual. There was a clear spring influx 
around 19th March and the subsequent days. Larger arrivals were noted in autumn, with the species conspicuously numerous in 
the second half of September, and even more so during mid-October. 
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125. EURASIAN TREECREEPER  Certhia familiaris 

Scarce resident and migrant. 

2022 
Treecreepers were seen and heard at Kinramer throughout the year. Two birds were seen together in the spring and it is likely 
that a pair nested, although no confirmation of this was seen. The only sighting away from Kinramer was a bird at Glebe on 19th 
October (JC), which was presumably a migrant. 
 
 

126. EURASIAN WREN  Troglodytes troglodytes 
Ubiquitous breeding resident. 

2022 
Wrens were present all over the island throughout the year, nesting in many locations. 
 
 

127. COMMON STARLING  Sturnus vulgaris 
Common breeding species; present year-round.  

2022 
Winter/spring: Over 100 wintering birds were present in the early part of the year, with the main flocks usually found at the Rue 
and around Church Bay. These gatherings had disbanded by late February, and pairs took up nesting sites around the island in 
March and April. Fledged juveniles were seen from 17th May. 
June influx: A remarkable arrival of Starlings occurred on 16th June, when numerous large flocks were roaming around the island 
and other flocks appeared to pass overhead, making their way westwards. Some of these roaming flocks contained several 
hundred birds, and the total seen that day must have been easily over 1,000, almost entirely juveniles. The vast majority had 
departed again by the following day, although some smaller flocks remained foraging on the island for several days.  
Autumn/winter: A post-breeding gathering of birds was present near Church Bay throughout August and September, containing 
200 birds at its peak. This flock was much reduced from October onwards, and the number of birds remaining to winter on the 
island seemed much lower than the previous year. 
 
 

128. ROSE-COLOURED STARLING  Pastor roseus 
Vagrant. 

Two sightings in the period covered by this report are the second and third records of this species on Rathlin. The only previous 
record for the island was on 19th June 2002. 

2021 
An adult was seen at Craigmacagan on 19th June (COB). 

2022 
An adult was found among the large numbers of Common Starlings at Kinramer on 16th June, before relocating to fields by the 
road at Ballygill Middle later the same day. It was seen several times at this latter location until its final sighting on 21st June. 
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129. MISTLE THRUSH  Turdus viscivorus 
Fairly uncommon visitor. 

2022 
Winter/Spring: The first 2 of the year were seen on 24th January. A group of 4 was near the chapel on 16th February, and 
sightings of this species in the same area on several dates up to 3rd March may have involved the same birds. There were no 
further sightings during the spring. 
Autumn passage: A single bird was at Kinramer on 22nd June. There were three sightings in July, including 2 together at Ushet 
Lough on the 10th. Following a substantial gap in sightings, a single bird on 16th October was followed by 4 birds on the 18th, 
and another singleton on the 29th. There were two records in November, and a couple of different birds were present 
throughout December. 
 
 

130. SONG THRUSH  Turdus philomelos 
Common breeding species; present throughout the year. 

2022 
Song Thrushes were seen commonly all over the island throughout the year, nesting in numerous locations. A very early singing 
bird was heard by the harbour on 31st December 2021, although it was late February before others began proclaiming their 
territories. Fledged young were seen from 7th May. Outside the nesting season, Song Thrushes were commonly encountered in 
the more open areas of the island, with small groups of birds foraging in the grassland at Roonivoolin and Kebble during the 
winter months. 
 
 

131. REDWING  Turdus iliacus 
Common passage migrant and uncommon winter visitor. 

2022 
Winter/spring: Very small numbers were present in scattered locations during January, with some slightly larger flocks seen in 
February, including up to 20 around Ballycarry for much of the month. Only very small numbers were seen in March, peaking at 
just 8 birds at Kinramer on the 24th and 25th. No more than 2 were seen on any date in April, and a single bird on the 18th was 
the last of the spring. 
Autumn/winter: A very early lone bird at Kinramer from 22nd September was the first of the autumn, and remained there well 
into October. There were no other sightings until at least one was heard near the chapel on 3rd October, followed by 2 on the 
15th. A couple of single-figure flocks appeared on 18th October, ahead of a huge arrival of thrushes the following day. On 19th 
October, numerous large flocks of Redwings appeared, most of which appeared to continue south towards the mainland, 
although smaller numbers were also grounded all around the island. It was estimated that around 800 Redwings were seen that 
day, but it could easily have been a lot more. Some flocks were present throughout the rest of the month, including around 100 
at Glebe on the 21st. There was another sizeable influx on 4th November, when at least 350 birds were at Kinramer and another 
100 at Knockans. Only smaller numbers were seen during the rest of November, although a small movement on the 22nd 
brought at least 55 birds to the south arm of the island. Just small numbers remained in December, with 4 at Kebble on the 17th 
the month’s highest count. 

A close encounter with one of the few Redwings of spring 2022, seen at Kebble on 31st March. 
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132. EURASIAN BLACKBIRD  Turdus merula 
Breeding species; common throughout the year. 

2022  
Blackbirds were present in many parts of the island throughout the year and nested at numerous locations. One was in very early 
song on the evening of 30th December 2021. Small numbers of migrants would easily have been missed among the local birds, 
but larger influxes were evident at times. An increase was apparent around 22nd September, and many Blackbirds arrived among 
the large movement of thrushes from 19th October, although they were vastly outnumbered by the Redwings and Fieldfares. 
Similarly, Blackbirds were conspicuously numerous in the second half of November. 
 

133. FIELDFARE  Turdus pilaris 
Common passage migrant and uncommon winter visitor. 

2022 
Winter/spring: A few birds appear to have overwintered at Kebble, where up to 6 were seen regularly from January to late 
March. The only other sighting during this time was 2 birds near Church Bay on 24th February. Otherwise, spring passage was 
negligible, with just 8 at Ballygill Middle on 23rd March (JS/JMF), 2 at Ballyconagan on 27th March and 3 at Kinramer on 18th 
April. 
Summer: A very unseasonal bird was seen with a Mistle Thrush at Kinramer on 22nd June. 
Autumn/winter: A flock of 3 on 18th October were the first of the autumn, soon followed by a large arrival along with even 
greater numbers of Redwings the next day. At least 260 were counted on 19th October, mostly passing straight overhead on their 
way south, although the true number was probably much higher than this as small numbers were easily missed among the big 
flocks of Redwings. In the following days a large flock of thrushes, mostly Fieldfares, gathered around the Hawthorn hedges at 
Glebe, peaking at around 500 birds on 21st October. Most had moved on by the last week of the month, when the largest flocks 
seen numbered 50 birds. 70 at Kinramer on 6th November (JC) was easily the month’s highest count, with just occasional ones 
and twos towards the month’s end and into December.  
 
 

134. RING OUZEL  Turdus torquatus 
Scarce passage migrant. 

2021 
One was at Kebble on 20th October, and another (presumed to be a different bird) was at Kinramer on the same date. Another 
was at Ballyconagan on 24th October. 

2022 
A female was at Kebble on 18th April, and one in the same area on 24th April was perhaps most likely to have been the same 
bird again. 
 
 

135. SPOTTED FLYCATCHER  Muscicapa striata 
Fairly common passage migrant; breeds at least in some years. 

2022 
Spring passage/breeding season: The first 2 of the year were seen in the western part of the island on 15th May. Up to 2 were 
seen on four further dates in May, and one on 3rd June. Several sightings around the chapel and Manor House from mid-June to 
early July (JOB, IE et al.) suggested that the species probably attempted to nest in that area, although the outcome of any such 
attempt is unknown. There were no sightings at all beyond the end of June. 
 
 

136. EUROPEAN ROBIN  Erithacus rubecula 
Common breeding species; present throughout the year 

2022 
Robins were present in hedgerows, gardens and scrub in most parts of the island year-round, nesting in many places. Migrants 
doubtless occurred in spring and autumn, but were difficult to distinguish among the local birds. One or two individuals were 
regularly observed feeding on the road surface along Church Brae after dark throughout the year, presumably using the street 
lights to facilitate foraging.  
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137. EUROPEAN STONECHAT  Saxicola rubicola 
Common breeding species; present year-round. 

2022 
Stonechats were seen all over the island throughout the year. Pairs nested in many locations and juveniles were seen from 28th 
April. 
 
 

138. NORTHERN WHEATEAR  Oenanthe oenanthe 
Common passage migrant and fairly common breeding summer visitor. 

2022 
Spring passage/breeding season: The year’s first Wheatear was a male at Roonivoolin on 19th March. Further single birds were 
seen on 21st and 23rd March, but the first multiple sighting wasn’t until the 31st, when 3 males and a female were at the Rue. 
The species became a common sight in April, with continuing migration and some birds establishing territories on the island. 
Some birds were seen nest building on 8th April, and fledged juveniles appeared from 5th June. The main influxes of migrants 
appeared to be in mid-April, and again at the end of that month, with some passage continuing well into May. 
Autumn passage: Presumed migrants were quite numerous in early September, including at least 9 birds at the Rue and 
scattered others elsewhere on the 1st. Numbers generally decreased as the month went on. The year’s final records were 4 at 
the Rue on 20th September, and 3 at Kebble on the 22nd. 
 
 

A fledgling Northern Wheatear at Roonivoolin on 15th June 2022. 
 
 

139. DUNNOCK  Prunella modularis 
Common breeding species; present year-round. 

2022 
Dunnocks were seen commonly in many locations year round, nesting at numerous sites. With so many birds already present, 
small numbers of migrants probably go undetected, but the species seemed noticeably more numerous around 20th September, 
and an influx was suspected at this time. 
 
 

140. HOUSE SPARROW  Passer domesticus 
Localised breeding resident. 

2022 
The usual small and localised colony of House Sparrows in Church Bay was present year-round. Additionally, at least one pair was 
present at Kinramer throughout the year, where they successfully fledged young in August. There were no sightings away from 
these two areas. 
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141. GREY WAGTAIL  Motacilla cinerea 
Fairly common passage migrant. 

2022 
Spring: The first sighting of the year was on 22nd February. Further single birds were recorded on four dates in March, and just 
one date in April. Sightings on six dates in May included 2 birds on the 15th. One on 1st June was the last of the spring. 
Autumn: After a blank July, one on 13th August was the first of the autumn, with at least 3 more birds seen later that month. 
There were sightings on 10 dates in September, including 3 together on the 1st and a count of 5 on the south arm of the island 
on the 24th. October also had records on 10 dates, but no more than 2 birds were seen on any day. A single bird on 3rd 
November was the last of the year. 
 
 

142. WESTERN YELLOW WAGTAIL  Motacilla flava 
Rare migrant. 

2022 
A male was present near Church Bay from 6th August to 24th August, spending most of its time in a horse paddock. Although 
resembling one of the southern European subspecies (M. f. iberiae, M. f. cinereocapilla or an intergrade between the two), the 
bird’s calls were inconclusive and its identity was not satisfactorily resolved (see our special section about this bird, page 24). 
Whatever subspecies it was, this is the first Yellow Wagtail of any kind recorded on Rathlin since 2017. 
 

Western Yellow Wagtail foraging among the wet docks and fetlocks on a rainy 18th August 2022. Photo by James McDowell. 
 
 

143. WHITE WAGTAIL  Motacilla alba 
Two subspecies regularly occur on Rathlin, which we cover separately where it has been possible to distinguish them.  
 
Pied Wagtail  Motacilla alba yarrellii 
Common breeding species and passage migrant; present all year. 

2022 
Pied Wagtails were recorded year-round, although only very small numbers were seen in the winter months. The species nested 
in numerous locations, and fledged juveniles were seen from 19th May. Apparent migrants were seen from late February and 
throughout early spring, and the largest gathering recorded all year was a flock of 25 preparing to roost at Kebble just before 
dark on 24th March. Similarly, migrants were present during the autumn, although most weren’t identified to subspecies and 
were recorded as White/Pied Wagtail (see below). 
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White Wagtail  Motacilla alba alba 
Fairly common passage migrant. 

2022 
Spring passage: An early migrant on 31st March was the first of the year, and multiple birds were not seen until 3 in Church Bay 
on 10th April. Passage increased over the following days, with Ushet Lough proving particularly attractive to these migrants: 15 
were together there on 19th April, rising to an impressive flock of 41 there on the 23rd. This was the peak of the spring passage, 
and 12 at Ushet Lough on 25th April was the last double-figure count. Smaller numbers continued to pass through in May, 
including a mini-influx of 9 at Church Bay on the 11th. The spring’s last was a lone bird on 20th May. 
 
Pied Wagtail/White Wagtail  Motacilla alba yarrellii / M. a. alba 
Wagtails passing through in autumn were often only seen in flight and were not usually identified beyond this pair of subspecies. 

2022  
Migrants were recorded from 20th August until at least early October. Flocks of up to 15 were seen in late August and early 
September. 
 
 

144. MEADOW PIPIT  Anthus pratensis 
Common breeding species and passage migrant; present all year. 

2022 
Winter/spring: Very small numbers of Meadow Pipits were scattered around the island in January and February, increasing from 
early March onwards and soon becoming quite ubiquitous. The species nested in many locations, and fledged juveniles were 
seen from 22nd May.  
Autumn/winter: Southbound passage became obvious from mid-August, and flocks of up to 40 were recorded in several parts of 
the island in the second half of the month, with some of these passing straight over the island. In September, migrant flocks 
included 40 at the East Lighthouse on the 11th and another 40 at Kebble on the 22nd. Numbers were invariably lower in October, 
when active migration appeared to have tailed off. Low numbers remained around the island in November, but a flock of up to 
46 spent most of December in the fields close to Church Bay – a relatively large winter flock for Rathlin. 
 
 

145. TREE PIPIT  Anthus trivialis 
Scarce passage migrant, mainly in spring. 

2022 
A single bird was at Kinramer on 15th April. Another 2 were at Kinramer on 18th April, with another at Kebble on the same day. 
 
 

146. ROCK PIPIT  Anthus petrosus 
Common breeding species; present year-round. 

2022 
Rock Pipits were very numerous around the coast of Rathlin all year. Up to 40 were counted just around the harbour on some 
days in January, and there were separate concentrations in other parts of the island. From the second half of February, most 
birds began dispersing to breeding areas, and males were seen displaying from the 22nd. Pairs nested virtually all around the 
coastline before the species became more concentrated in favoured areas again in the autumn. 
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147. COMMON CHAFFINCH  Fringilla coelebs 
Breeding species; common year-round. 

2022 
Chaffinches were recorded very commonly year-round, and nested in widespread locations. The largest numbers seen were 
generally at Kinramer, where flocks frequently numbering more than 20 birds were attracted to garden bird food. 
 

Male Chaffinch at Knockans in early spring. Chaffinches breed commonly in locations with trees or dense gorse cover. 
 
 

148. BRAMBLING  Fringilla montifringilla 
Uncommon passage migrant. 

2021 
Winter/spring: One was at Kinramer from 25th to at least 27th March. 
Autumn/winter: One was at Kinramer on 25th October. Another was there on 23rd November, and subsequent sightings over 
the next few months may have been this same bird overwintering. 

2022 
Winter/spring: The presumed same overwintering bird was regularly seen visiting garden bird food at Kinramer until late 
February (JS/JMF). A second individual was seen there on 26th January. The final record of the spring was a female at the Chapel 
on 19th March. 
Autumn/winter: It was a poor autumn for this species, with just two sightings. At least one was at the chapel on 24th October, 
followed by 2 seen flying over Church Bay the following day (JC). 
 
 

 – COMMON ROSEFINCH  Carpodacus erythrinus 
Vagrant. 

One was reportedly seen on 1st June 2022, although news of the sighting was not was not put out until a week later (via Rare 
Bird Alert). This would be the second record of the species for Rathlin, but as we have been unable to find any details of the bird 
or the observer we cannot accept the sighting. 
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149. EUROPEAN GREENFINCH  Chloris chloris 
Uncommon migrant / resident; breeds at least in some years. 

2022 
A small number of birds were at Kinramer throughout the early part of the year. In March, at least one pair took up territory at 
this site, and another established themselves near the chapel. A breeding attempt presumably took place at both of these sites, 
with at least the Kinramer pair successfully fledging young. There were also occasional sightings at Ballycarry during the spring 
and summer, although no behaviour indicative of nesting was seen. There was little sign of migration, but some slightly larger 
flocks in the autumn included 7 at Kinramer on 29th September and 6 at Church Bay on 27th October. The species was present 
throughout November and December, including a flock of up to 12 at the harbour near the end of the year. 
 
 

150. TWITE  Linaria flavirostris 
Uncommon visitor and breeding species. 

2022 
Spring/breeding season: The first sightings of the year were not until the second half of April, when up to 2 birds were seen at 
Kebble from the 16th (KK) onwards. There were sightings of pairs in May and early June at Ballyconagan, Kebble and the East 
Lighthouse, and breeding was suspected in each of these areas. A recently fledged juvenile was at the East Lighthouse on 20th 
July. There were also a couple of sightings at Church Bay in early June, although there was no sign of nesting nearby. Fieldwork 
carried out by RSPB as part of the Northern Ireland Twite survey estimated at least 6 pairs present on Rathlin in 2022 (AG). 
Autumn/winter: A flock of 11 at the East Lighthouse on 23rd August was the month’s highest count, and small numbers were 
seen around the south arm of the island a few times during the month. A flock at Kebble throughout much of September peaked 
at a minimum of 30 birds on the 10th, with up to 13 seen around the East Lighthouse during the same period, and smaller 
numbers at other scattered locations including the Rue and Ballyconagan. Notable flocks in October included 11 at the East 
Lighthouse on the 11th, 20 at Kilpatrick on the 14th, and up to 26 in Church Bay in the second half of the month, the latter flock 
often feeding on the beach in the harbour. In November, up to 10 were around Church Bay and up to 13 at Kebble mid-month, 
but these soon departed and a single bird on the 23rd was the last sighting of the year. 
 

Twites clinging to the fence on a windy clifftop at Kinramer North on 12th October 2022. 
 

 
151. COMMON LINNET  Linaria cannabina 
Common breeding species; scarce in winter. 

2022 
With no wintering birds recorded, the first Linnets of the year were seen on 17th March. The species rapidly became common 
across the island in the following week, and pairs soon took up breeding territories in many locations. Juveniles were seen from 
7th June. By far the highest numbers were recorded after the breeding season, including a flock of around 200 finches, most of 
which were Linnets, at Kinramer on 19th July (JC). Other large flocks included up to 80 near Church Bay and 70 at the Rue in the 
second half of August, and at least 130 near the East Lighthouse on 8th September. Small flocks were seen departing south in the 
second half of September, and by October only small numbers remained scattered around the island. A few birds continued to be 
seen into December, including a flock of 12 on the 2nd. 
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152. LESSER REDPOLL  Acanthis cabaret 
Fairly common migrant and breeding species; scarce in winter. 

2022 
There were no sightings until a single bird at Kinramer from 7th March (JS), followed by several sightings of up to 3 in the second 
half of the month. Records were frequent during April, including a high count of 11 on the 15th. Small numbers continued to be 
seen for the rest of the spring and summer, and breeding presumably occurred in several locations. The largest single flock seen 
all year was 25 at Kebble on 28th August, and up to 15 were at Kinramer for much of October. Sightings of up to 2 birds on five 
dates in November included the last of the year on the 29th. 
 

Male Lesser Redpoll, probably one of the island’s small breeding population, on 20th May 2022. 
 
 

153. COMMON CROSSBILL  Loxia curvirostra 
Occasional visitor. During the last 5 years Crossbills have occurred in every month except January and December. 

2022 
The year’s first sighting was a lone bird at Kinramer on 27th February. Another single bird was at Ballycarry on 10th April, 
followed by up to 2 at Kinramer on 15th and 16th April. Another 2 on 31st May was the only sighting that month. A flock of 15 at 
Kinramer on 14th June was easily the highest count of the year, and 3 were seen there on the 19th. After June, the only records 
were a single bird flying over the chapel on 19th July, and 2 at Kinramer on 30th October. 
 
 

154. EUROPEAN GOLDFINCH  Carduelis carduelis 
Breeding species; present year-round. 

2022 
Goldfinches were seen throughout the year, likely breeding in several areas of suitable habitat. The largest flocks were recorded 
after the end of the nested season, including more than 50 around Church Bay throughout the second half of August, and 60 at 
Kebble on 19th September. 
 
 

155. EURASIAN SISKIN  Spinus spinus 
Fairly common migrant; breeds at least in some years. 

2022 
Winter/spring: There were only a few sightings in January and February, of which the highest count was 5 birds flying south from 
the Rue on 30th January. Records became more frequent in March, but a flock of 25 at Kinramer on the 24th was the only count 
greater than 6. Scattered sightings throughout April and May invariably involved very small numbers of birds. 
Summer/breeding season: Most records in June and July were at Kinramer, where a pair nested successfully. Fledged chicks 
were seen from 21st June. A couple of birds were also seen near Ballyconagan in June, but no indication of nesting was observed. 
Autumn/winter: There were very few recorded sightings in August and September, and no counts higher than 2 birds. Records 
were much more frequent in October, with sightings most days throughout the month. Double-figure counts included 10 arriving 
from the north on the 11th, 13 around the chapel on the 25th, and 20 at Kinramer on the 30th. The highest count, however, was 
on 27th October, when numerous small flocks were seen flying south over Church Bay, totalling at least 37 birds. Up to 3 birds 
were seen on four dates in November, and December’s only record was of one or more birds heard flying overhead on the 22nd. 
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156. LAPLAND BUNTING  Calcarius lapponicus 
Scarce passage migrant, usually in autumn. 

2022 
One was at Ballyconagan on 24th September. Another was seen at Kilpatrick on 25th October. 
 
 

157. SNOW BUNTING  Plectrophenax nivalis 
Uncommon visitor. 

2021 
Winter/spring: There were several sightings of a lone bird in the Kinramer area from 3rd January to mid-February, likely involving 
the same individual, with 2 seen there occasionally until 7th March. One near the West Light on 20th March had been joined by 
a second bird the following day, and 2 were there again on 29th March. 
Autumn/winter: Autumn’s first sighting was of 2 birds at Kinramer North on 8th October. Several flocks were flying around 
Ballyconagan on 24th October, possibly totalling as many as 21 birds, although the largest single flock seen was 11. A lone bird 
flew over Kinramer on 25th October. 

2022 
Winter/spring: 2 were seen at Ballyconagan on 22nd January. A very mobile flock of 12 was at Bull Point on 6th March. On 3rd 
April, 2 birds were seen in the southern part of the island (JMK), and perhaps the same 2 were at Ushet Lough on 8th April. 
Autumn/winter: The first of the autumn was at the Rue from 6th to 8th October (TM) and another was at Church Bay from 9th 
to 12th October (JC). Also in October, 2 were at Kinramer on the 10th, 4 were at Ballyconagan on the 11th (JC) and a single was 
at Ushet Lough on the 13th. A flock of 6 was on the north cliffs on the 25th, and 2 were in Church Bay on the 27th. Records on 
five dates in November were all single birds apart from 2 at Lack Point on the 24th. A lone bird at the Rue on 7th December was 
the last of the year. 
 

Two Snow Buntings at Ushet Lough on 8th April included the most striking male (left) we’ve seen on Rathlin so far, well on his 
way into breeding plumage. 
 
 

158. YELLOWHAMMER  Emberiza citrinella 
Scarce visitor. 

2021 
One was visiting garden bird food at Kinramer on 8th March (JS/JMF). 
 
 

159. COMMON REED BUNTING  Emberiza schoeniclus 
Fairly common breeding species; present year-round but uncommon in winter. 

2022 
A few birds were present in scattered locations at the start of the year, with males taking up territories in many areas of suitable 
habitat from early March. Breeding likely occurred in numerous locations. The species was commonly seen for most of the year, 
although by November numbers seemed considerably reduced again.  
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Contributors 

 
We are grateful to everyone who has shared their sightings with us in 2021–2022, and glad to have been able to include them in 
this report. Observers mentioned in the report are listed in surname order below: 
 
 

PB – Patrick Barton 
JB – Jessica Bates 
DC – Douglas Cecil 
MC – Michael Cecil 
JC – James Crymble 
IE – Ian Enlander 
WF – Wilton Farrelly 
AG – Anne Guichard 
AH – Ann Henderson 
KK – Kevin Kirkham 

TM – Tom McDonnell 
BM – Benji McFaul 
FM – Fergus McFaul 
JMF – Jim McFaul 
LM – Liam McFaul 
SM – Sean McFaul 
AMG – Anthony McGeehan 
JMK – Jim McKeown 
MM – Marina McMullan 
JM – Jonathan Mitchell 

CM – Chris Murphy 
COB – Catherine O’Boyle 
JOB – John O’Boyle 
GP – Gareth Platt 
PQ – Paul Quinn 
JSW – John Spottiswood 
JS – Julie Staines 
RT – Rebecca Tanner 
NW – Neal Warnock 
JW – Jim Wells 

 

 

References 

1. Mellon, C., Allen, D., Hart, A., Mackie, K. (2017) Management of Greylag Geese on Rathlin Island – a Scoping Report. A Report 
to Causeway Coast and Glens Heritage Trust. Allen and Mellon Environmental Ltd, Belfast.  

2. Booth Jones, K.A., Allen, D., Archer, E., Colhoun, K., Leonard,K., Mackie, K., Mawhinney, K., McFaul, L., Weir, D., Humphreys, 
E.M., and Burton, N.H.K. (2022). Cliff Nesting Seabird Surveys at Colonies in Northern Ireland. Report to Agri-Food and 
Biosciences Institute and Marine Scotland Science as part of the Marine Protected Area Management and Monitoring 
(MarPAMM) project. https://www.mpa-management.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/MarPAMM-Lot-2-Seabird-Surveys-
Report.pdf 

3. JNCC webpage Seabirds count – the fourth Breeding Seabird Census https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/seabirds-count/  

4. Seabird Monitoring Programme database https://app.bto.org/seabirds/  

5. LIFE Raft website https://rathlin360.com/life-raft/  

6. Wilkinson, N.I., Eaton, M.A., Colhoun, K., and Drewitt, A.L. (2018) The population status of breeding Twite Linaria flavirostris in 
the UK in 2013. Bird Study, 65(2), p174-188.   

7. Steele, M. (2021) Agricultural Damage by Greylag Geese (Anser anser): Assessment of Impacts and Actions for Control. 
Master’s thesis, Queen’s University Belfast. 

8. Clements, J.F., Schulenberg, T.S., Iliff, M.J., Fredericks, T.A., Gerbracht, J.A., Lepage, D., Billerman, S.M., Sullivan, B.L., and 
Wood, C.L. (2022) The eBird/Clements checklist of Birds of the World: v2022. Downloaded from 
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/clementschecklist/download/ 

9. Walsh, P.M., Halley, D.J., Harris, M.P., del Nevo, A., Sim, I.M.W. & Tasker, M.L. (1995) Seabird monitoring handbook for Britain 
and Ireland. JNCC / RSPB / ITE / Seabird Group, Peterborough. https://hub.jncc.gov.uk/assets/bf4516ad-ecde-4831-a2cb-
d10d89128497  

10. NordNordWest (2015) Rathlin Island townlands. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Rathlin_Island_townlands.svg  

11. BTO BirdFacts webpage Fulmar https://bto.org/understanding-birds/birdfacts/fulmar   

12. Ennis, T. and Watson, P.S. (1962) Observatories Reports 1961: Rathlin Island Co. Antrim, St.John’s Point Co. Down, Maidens 
Lightstation Co. Antrim. Mimeo. 

13. Banyard, A.C., Lean, F.Z., Robinson, C., Howie, F., Tyler, G., Nisbet, C., Seekings, J., Meyer, S., Whittard, E. and Ashpitel, H.F. 
(2022) Detection of highly pathogenic avian influenza virus H5N1 clade 2.3. 4.4 b in Great Skuas: a species of conservation 
concern in Great Britain. Viruses 2022; 14: 212. 

14. EFSA (European Food Safety Authority), ECDC (European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control), EURL (European 
Reference Laboratory for Avian Influenza), Adlhoch C., Fusaro A., Gonzales J.L., Kuiken T., Marangon S., Niqueux É., Staubach 

https://www.mpa-management.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/MarPAMM-Lot-2-Seabird-Surveys-Report.pdf
https://www.mpa-management.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/MarPAMM-Lot-2-Seabird-Surveys-Report.pdf
https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/seabirds-count/
https://app.bto.org/seabirds/
https://rathlin360.com/life-raft/
https://www.birds.cornell.edu/clementschecklist/download/
https://hub.jncc.gov.uk/assets/bf4516ad-ecde-4831-a2cb-d10d89128497
https://hub.jncc.gov.uk/assets/bf4516ad-ecde-4831-a2cb-d10d89128497
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Rathlin_Island_townlands.svg
https://bto.org/understanding-birds/birdfacts/fulmar


83 

C., Terregino C., Aznar I., Muñoz Guajardo I. and Baldinelli F. (2022) Scientific report: Avian influenza overview December 
2021 – March 2022. EFSA Journal 20(4):7289  https://doi.org/10.2903/j.efsa.2022.7289  

15. CEH press release 15/12/21 Dead puffins wash up on Scottish shores https://www.ceh.ac.uk/dead-puffins-wash-scottish-
shores 

16. DAERA press release 8/07/22 DAERA confirms positive test results for Avian Influenza in wild seabirds  https://www.daera-
ni.gov.uk/news/daera-confirms-positive-test-results-avian-influenza-wild-seabirds  

17. DAERA press release 11/07/22 https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/news/daera-confirms-further-positive-test-results-avian-
influenza-wild-seabirds  

18. Fox, T., Francis, I., Walsh, A., Norriss, D. and Kelly, S. (2022) Report of the 2021/22 International Census of Greenland White-
fronted Geese. Greenland White-fronted Goose Study / National Parks and Wildlife Service.  

19. Bot, S., Groenendijk, D. and van Oosten, H.H. (2014) Eastern yellow wagtails in Europe: identification and vocalisations. Dutch 
Birding, 36 (5), p. 295–311. 

20. Hellquist, A., Friberg, F., Haldén, P., Schmidt, P., Ma, M., Jun, G., Olsson, U. and Alström, P. (2021) Taxonomic status of grey-
headed Yellow Wagtails breeding in western China. Avian Research, 12(1), p1-10. 

21. Rowlands, A. (2016) BBRC and Yellow Wagtails. British Birds, 109 (7), p. 389–410. 

22. Xeno-canto webpage Western Yellow Wagtail (Motacilla flava)  https://xeno-canto.org/species/Motacilla-flava  

23. NI Birds daily bird sightings blog https://nibirds.blogspot.com/  

24. Ennis, T. (1960) Rathlin Island Bird Observatory, First Annual Report. Mimeo. 

25. JNCC webpage Guillemot (Uria aalge)  https://jncc.gov.uk/our-work/guillemot-uria-aalge/ 

26. BirdLife International Data Zone webpage Razorbill Alca torda  http://datazone.birdlife.org/species/factsheet/razorbill-alca-
torda/details  

 

Nothing quite like looking a Northern Fulmar in the eye – if only we could know what they are thinking! 
Photos in this report were taken on Rathlin during 2021-2022 by the authors, except where stated otherwise. 
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