Corncrake and Phalaropes
23rd – 28th May 2015

Summary: An excellent week‟s birding with some great views of both Red-necked
Phalarope and Corncrake. The unusually inclement weather also provided us with some
sea-watching opportunities and we had good numbers of both Long-tailed and Pomarine
Skuas on two dates at either end of the week. We also managed to spot all three species of
diver and managed sightings of Short-eared Owls every day. Hen Harriers were seen almost
daily and we had some great encounters of eagles too. More unusual species included
Iceland Gull, Scaup and Curlew Sandpiper whilst the oddest event was the sight of a male
Ruff displaying to a flock of Black-tailed Godwits. Three sightings of otter including great
views of a family of three also added to make the tour a great success.
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Leader: Steve Duffield

Participants: Angela Mackersie, Sary Davies, Ken and Pam Proud, Frank Sandbach,
Malcolm and Mary Bridges

Daily Dairy:
23rd May:

Weather: Moderate southerly wind and cloudy with wind increasing to a strong southerly with
rain in the afternoon becoming heavy later.

Malcolm, Mary, Pam, Ken and Frank had all arrived a day early for the trip so I picked them
up at 9 am from their respective guesthouses and set off for South Uist. Our first stop was
Ardivachar although on route we picked up Little Tern at the north end of Loch Bee. Once
on the headland we located good numbers of waders including Sanderling, Turnstone,
Dunlin and an assortment of common gulls. We then drove across the Range where we got
good views of 3 Twite by Rangehead, feeding on the ground. Continuing south we turned off
along the Loch Skipport road where a couple of Common Sandpipers were showing at
close quarters by the roadside. At Druidibeg we picked up Wigeon, Willow Warbler and
heard a Cuckoo before we pulled over at the road end and took a short walk towards the pier
at Loch Skipport. A Red-throated Diver was on the water and 2 Great Skuas flew south
over the mouth of the loch followed by a male Hen Harrier and a Cuckoo; the latter perched
on a tree near the car. An otter was spotted swimming away from us towards the fish farm
base but was unfortunately soon lost to view as it rounded a corner of the loch. We walked
back to the van only to find that we couldn‟t get out as someone had parked too close to us.
This actually turned out to be in our favour, as we waited for the couple to return an adult
White-tailed Eagle appeared from the east, circling above the pier. It showed very well for a
while, being mobbed by a Herring Gull until eventually it drifted off to the north. In the
meantime the owners of the car blocking our progress had returned and moved so we
continued on our way. We travelled a little further south to Loch Eynort where we enjoyed
our lunch with some shelter from the strong winds on the south side of the loch. A Cuckoo
was calling nearby and lots of Harbour Seals were present.

www.western-isles-wildlife.com

After lunch we had a quick look at Loch Hallan before picking up Sary and Angela off the
Oban ferry. We stopped off at Daliburgh on the way back north to admire the large numbers
of hirrundines feeding over the loch behind the co-op. This included over 100 Sand Martins,
2 House Martins and around 20 Swallows. Other birds present included Little Grebe,
Tufted Duck and a Sedge Warbler. The weather turned worse in the afternoon and our
drive north to the Howmore River was in persistent rain. On the river we spotted Tufted
Duck, Grey Heron and Common Sandpiper before continuing north to Benbecula. Coot
Loch was home to around 40 Swallows and a couple of Sand Martins hawking low over the
water surface in the damp conditions. We also had Coot, Moorhen, Shoveler and Tufted
Duck as well as Snipe and 3 Red-necked Phalaropes that came shooting across the loch,
over the road in front of the van towards Borve Point. We drove the short distance around to
Loch Mor and managed to locate another 2 Red-necked Phalaropes although they were
very mobile and spent a lot of time hiding out in the semi-emergent vegetation. 8 Blacktailed Godwits, Dunlin, Arctic Terns and Shelduck were also seen whilst searching for
the phalaropes. Our last stop of the day was at the one and only Stinky Bay where we
picked up Whimbrel, Sanderling, Turnstone and lots of Eiders.
24th May:

Weather: Strong westerly wind with sunny spells and showers; cool.

The weather conditions this morning suggested that it might be a good day for sea-watching
off Balranald so we headed to North Uist with the hope of catching up with some skuas. We
parked in the coastal car park and walked onto the headland where we soon started seeing
skuas. In no time at all we were picking up flocks of Pomarine Skuas heading north, low
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over the sea. Many of the birds were passing close so that it was possible to see their long,
twisted tail feathers creating the characteristic “spoons” through binoculars. In total during
the couple of hours at Aird an Runair we spotted in the region of 80 – 100 Pomarine Skuas
with flocks of up to 28 birds in fine summer plumage. We also picked up a couple of flocks of
40+ Long-tailed Skuas sheering in tight flocks further out towards the Monachs. 3 Longtailed Skuas also passed closer in, around mid-distance allowing us to pick out their elegant
structure in more detail. Other birds seen during the watch included several Arctic Skuas
including one in a flock of Pomarine Skuas providing a great size and structural comparison
between the two species. We also had distant flocks of Manx Shearwaters as well as
Gannets, Fulmars and Kittiwakes passing. A Great Northern Diver flew north with several
others on the sea and Razorbill, Shag, Cormorant and Arctic Terns were feeding in the
area. Sanderling, Turnstone, Ringed Plover and Dunlin were on the shore whilst Rock
Pipits, Wheatears and a female White Wagtail were also found on the seaweed. Back at
the car park we also spotted a couple of Twite and 3 Corn Buntings. We returned to the
visitor centre where a Corncrake showed briefly before we moved on to Hougharry and
Loch na Reivil where Swallows and Sand Martins were watched hawking low over the
surface. Our last stop before lunch was at Balelone where we got great views of an adult
Golden Eagle low over the hills by the road and perched on the hillside.

We had our lunch at Griminish Pier where we spotted Little, Common and Arctic Terns
feeding in the channel between us and Vallay Island. Red-breasted Mergansers, Eiders,
Red-throated Diver and Great Northern Diver were also present whilst in the distance a
wheeling flock of Bar-tailed Godwits did their best to avoid the attentions of a Great Skua.
We also got some good views of Rock Pipit feeding along the shore near the pier. After
lunch we took a look at the Committee Road where we got good views of a male Hen
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Harrier and a couple of Buzzards before retracing our route around the north-west side of
the island. This proved quite productive as we picked up a hunting Short-eared Owl and a
Greenshank on a moorland loch. We stopped at Balelone again to have a look at the
Golden Eagle pair and their eaglet visible from the road before returning to Balranald,
picking up a flock of Bar-tailed Godwits over the road on route. Back at Balranald visitor
centre we got great views of a male Corncrake calling in the field just north of the car park
and watched as it was approached by a female. The male bird then spread out his wings,
displaying his rufous feathers in an arc around the female which appeared to do the trick as
they disappeared into thick vegetation together. As all this was happening we were
serenaded by a number of drumming Snipe.

Finally we headed back towards Benbecula, stopping on route at Loch Sandary where we
picked up a drake Scaup as well as Swallow and Sand Marin. At Loch Mor / Fada we
paused in one passing place where a couple of us managed to spot a Curlew Sandpiper
that flew low over Loch Mor, calling as it headed towards the coast. At the west end of the
loch a female Red-necked Phalarope was bobbing on the water but the show was
somewhat taken by the male Ruff that was repeatedly displaying to a flock of 9 Black-tailed
Godwits that appeared quite distressed by the bird‟s antics! We finished with a look at
Stinky Bay which still held good numbers of Sanderling, Turnstone and Ringed Plover,
rounding off an excellent day‟s birding.
25th May:

Weather: Fairly light north-westerly winds and mostly cloudy although becoming sunny later
in the afternoon.

Our first stop this morning was at Loch Mor where we got great views of 6 Red-necked
Phalaropes with lots of birds chasing and leaping around as they attempted to pair up.
Whilst all this frenetic activity was going on Snipe were drumming around us, 2 Whimbrel
flew over and Arctic Terns circled round in an aerial display. We also picked up Shoveler
and Shelduck on the loch whilst nearby as we were leaving a Teal flew across the road. We
headed south from here stopping off at Druidibeg where we picked up 3 distant Blackthroated Divers on the far side of the loch where they spent some time feeding before flying
off to the west. Whilst searching for the divers 2 White-tailed Eagles; a near adult and an
immature appeared over the hill top nearby where they circled and showed well before
drifting off to the north. A Greenshank was also seen in display whilst a male Hen Harrier
flew by. The action packed morning was also enhanced by a Short-eared Owl by the road,
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Common Sandpiper by the loch and Linnet singing in the gorse where we were parked.
We continued south to have our lunch and a walk at North Loch Eynort. We wandered along
the good network of paths through the cover here which provided plenty of passerines
including Willow Warbler, Sedge Warbler, Chaffinch, Greenfinch, Goldfinch, Dunnock,
Robin and Song Thrush. The tidal loch had a few Red-throated Divers, Red-breasted
Mergansers and a couple of Black Guillemots. Arctic and Common Terns were feeding
over the loch and we also picked up a couple of Whimbrel, Buzzard and Grey Herons; the
latter nesting in a plantation. We also got decent views of an otter swimming towards us
which disappeared when it came close in to the bank underneath our viewing position.

After lunch we headed to the west coast and Rubha Ardvule where we took a walk to the
point. 3 pale-bellied Brent Geese were on the shore where we also had numerous Eiders,
Shelduck and a winter plumage Great Northern Diver off-shore. Other birds we picked up
here included Kittiwake, Arctic Tern, Cormorant, Gannet, Turnstone, Sanderling, Dunlin
and a couple of Twite. We headed back across Bornish machair and drove north to
Stoneybridge where a look on the beach produced 100‟s of Sanderling as well as Dunlin,
Turnstone, Eider, Red-breasted Merganser and lots of young Greylag Geese. Nearby
Peninerine held a similar array of species although we also spotted a juvenile Iceland Gull
loafing on the beach. This flew off towards the Howmore River where we managed to get
further views of it before it headed back to the shore. We finally had a look around
Ardivachar and Ardkenneth where we heard a couple of Corncrakes although they remained
well hidden in dense cover.
26th May:

Weather: Moderate north-westerly winds with occasional showers. Mostly cloudy and cool
with occasional brighter spells.

We had a look and listen for Corncrake around Aird this morning but all was quiet so we took
the minor road through Muir of Aird where we spotted 2 Short-eared Owls before we turned
onto the main road north. As we headed through North Uist we picked up a Red-throated
Diver flying over as well as another Short-eared Owl near Blashabhal and a Whooper
Swan, Wigeon and Teal on a loch near the Loch Portain turning. We took this turning and
as we wound our way along the single track road a Carrion Crow (a scarce bird in the Outer
Hebrides) flew across at close range. We parked near Cheese Bay and took a walk, picking
up both, Kestrel and Sparrowhawk as well as 2 Cuckoos, a Willow Warbler, Goldfinch,
Chaffinch, Greenfinch and 2 distant Great Skuas over the tidal bay to the north-west. Back
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at the car park 2 Red-throated Diver flew over calling as well as Common Tern before we
picked up a female Hen Harrier hunting nearby. We also got views of 2 Golden Eagles
perched on the hill top to the south. We drove back down the road a while to get closer
views and set up the scopes. Not long after reaching our new observation spot both birds
rose into the sky with one temporarily performing a spectacular roller coaster display before
returning to the hillside.

We continued to Berneray for lunch at Rushgarry, overlooking the sea. Off-shore we spotted
a distant Great Northern Diver, Gannets, Black Guillemot and a flyby Arctic Skua. Arctic
Terns were a constant presence whilst closer to along the shore we had Sanderling,
Turnstone and Ringed Plover along the beach. Post lunch we took a look at Loch Brusda
where we noted 3 Little Terns, Wigeon and Tufted Duck on the loch whilst at the south
end of the island, on the tidal sands at Borve we spotted a couple of Knot amongst a flock of
non-breeding Bar-tailed Godwits with Steve also picking up 4 Black-tailed Godwits that
flew off over the machair. We left Berneray and took a spin across Baleshare, off North Uist
where we spotted a drake Gadwall, as well as Shoveler, Whimbrel, Sanderling and
Dunlin; between the shore and collection of freshwater lochs on this small island. Finally we
called in at Loch Mor / Fada in Benbecula where we picked up at least 5 Red-necked
Phalaropes. Birds were constantly moving about, flying in and out of the vegetation making
it difficult to get an accurate count but we certainly got some good views. We also located 4
Black-tailed Godwits and Snipe as well as the usual array of wildfowl and terns.
27th May:

Weather: Moderate to strong south-south-westerly; cloudy with occasional showers
becoming more persistent in the afternoon.

This morning we headed to the south end of the islands although on route Angela spotted a
diver on a roadside loch. We pulled over and got good, although unfortunately brief views of
a summer plumage Black-throated Diver that quickly disappeared. A Red-throated Diver
flew off from the east end of the loch whilst on the opposite side of the road, Mid Loch Ollay
held a pair of Whooper Swans with 2 small cygnets – a fortunate stop indeed. A little further
south a Short-eared Owl was spotted on a roadside post near Askernish. We arrived on the
south coast and took a walk along the shore at Smerclate where we found a summer
plumage Great Northern Diver, Kittiwake, Fulmar, Gannet and Cormorant whilst on the
shore we spotted Dunlin, Sanderling and Turnstones. We moved on to South Glendale
and took a short walk up the road here. A family of Ravens were at the south end whilst at
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the top of the valley we came across a hunting Short-eared Owl. A Cuckoo made its
presence felt and both Stonechat and Willow Warbler were seen along the roadside. We
moved across the causeway to Eriskay where we had a scout around although it was pretty
quiet. We had our lunch on the more sheltered east side of the island at Acairseid and just
after finishing, an immature White-tailed Eagle came over from the north, drifting almost
directly overhead pursued by an entourage of Arctic Terns.

We returned to South Uist picking up a Sedge Warbler at Kilbride before we turned back
north. The persistent rain was causing most birds to keep a low profile although we did spot
a Whimbrel at Boisdale and 2 Cuckoos chasing around just north of Askernish. We had a
look at the shore at Kildonan where we had Turnstone, Dunlin and Sanderling and a
summer plumage Great Northern Diver on the sea nearby. We took a tea break at Kildonan
café and as the skies appeared to be breaking up, decided on a walk at North Loch Eynort.
Unfortunately the brighter weather didn‟t really materialise although we still had a walk and a
look at the Grey Heron colony here. Goldfinch, Willow Warbler, Dunnock and Redbreasted Merganser were also seen whilst on the way back an adult White-tailed Eagle
flew low overhead being pursued by a Hooded Crow. This was looking like it would be the
highlight of the day but on our way back to the main road we came across a family of 3
otters showing well. We pulled up at a safe distance so we wouldn‟t disturb them and
enjoyed some superb views as they climbed in and out of the water, eating eels on the rocks
and providing a great end to a rather wild day.
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28th May:

Weather: Strong westerly wind with frequent, sharp showers and sunny spells throughout
the day.

The conditions looked good for a skua passage so we headed straight for Balranald, pausing
at the visitor centre where we got great views of a confiding Corncrake which allowed close
approach without the shelter of the vehicle. Once we were satisfied with the show we
continued to the coast, passing a flock of Sanderling feeding on the machair. We then spent
around 2 hours watching from the coastal car park at Aird an Runair where we picked up 9
Pomarine Skuas and 51 Long-tailed Skuas as well as a few Bonxies and Arctic Skuas.
Other birds here included Great Northern Diver, Fulmar, Kittiwake, Gannets, a juvenile
Iceland Gull and 3 Corn Buntings flying around near the vehicle. A pale-bellied Brent
Goose was on the shore along with good numbers of commoner waders that were flushed
by a ringtail Hen Harrier that then flew south over the point. We returned to the visitor centre
for lunch, after which Ken and Pam left for their ferry to Harris.

We had a look at Hougharry and spotted a few Tufted Ducks as well as a couple of
Whooper Swans nearby. Sand Martins and Swallows were hawking over Loch Sandary
whilst a walk at Langass Lodge produced a Cuckoo and a couple of Willow Warblers. We
returned to Loch Mor where we had 4 Red-necked Phalaropes, a Black-tailed Godwit,
Snipe, Dunlin and Shoveler. We then dropped Malcolm and Mary at Benbecula airport for
their afternoon flight and continued south to Lochboisdale where we said our goodbyes to
Sary and Angela who were catching the early morning ferry to Oban the next day. On route
to Lochboisdale we called in at Loch Eynort for ¾ of an hour and spotted Red-throated
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Diver, Black Guillemot, Common Tern, Willow Warbler and a calling Cuckoo. As we
headed back to the main road we had very good views of a ringtail Hen Harrier. Last but not
least before we got to the ferry port we picked up a Kestrel and Short-eared Owl by the
road at Askernish rounding off an excellent trip.
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Species List:

Red-throated Diver

Seen daily in small numbers

Black-throated Diver

Three on 25th and one on 27th

Great Northern Diver

Small numbers seen every day of the trip

Little Grebe

Fairly common

Fulmar

Small numbers seen off-shore

Manx Shearwater

Noted offshore on 24th

Gannet

Common offshore

Cormorant

Common

Shag

Common

Grey Heron

Common with birds breeding at Loch Eynort

Mute Swan

Common

Whooper Swan

Seen on 4 out of 6 days

Greylag Goose

Common

Brent Goose

3 pale-bellied birds were seen on 25th and one on 28th

Shelduck

Common

Mallard

Common

Gadwall

Seen on two dates in small numbers

Shoveler

Fairly common and seen daily

Wigeon

Seen on four dates

Teal

Seen on three dates in small numbers

Tufted Duck

A common breeding species

Scaup

A drake was on Loch Sandary, 24th

Eider

Common

Red-breasted Merganser

Seen every day in small numbers

White-tailed Eagle

Noted on 3 dates with 2 on 25th and 27th

Golden Eagle

Seen on two dates including a pair with a chick

Hen Harrier

Seen virtually daily

Buzzard

Common

Sparrowhawk

One was noted on 26th

Kestrel

Seen on three days

Corncrake

Seen well on 24th and 28th

Moorhen

Seen at Coot Loch on the first two days

Coot

Only seen on „Coot Loch‟

Oystercatcher

Very common

Ringed Plover

Common
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Golden Plover

Seen on 25th

Lapwing

Common

Knot

Noted on 26th only

Sanderling

Seen on every day of the tour

Turnstone

Small numbers seen every day

Dunlin

Common passage migrant and breeder

Curlew Sandpiper

One was picked up calling as it flew across Loch Mor, 24th

Common Sandpiper

Common on moorland lochs

Redshank

Very common

Greenshank

Seen on 24th and 25th

Black-tailed Godwits

Up to 9 at Loch Mor / Fada

Bar-tailed Godwit

Small numbers seen on 3 dates

Ruff

A male was seen displaying to Black-tailed Godwits at Loch
Fada, 24th!

Curlew

Fairly common and seen most days

Whimbrel

Seen almost daily in small numbers

Snipe

Common

Red-necked Phalarope

Seen virtually every day with up to 7 birds present

Long-tailed Skua

Approximately100 were seen on 24th and 51 on 28th

Arctic Skua

Seen on 3 dates

Pomarine Skua

80 – 100 were seen on 24th and 9 on 28th

Great Skua

Seen on four days

Black-headed Gull

Common

Common Gull

Very common

Herring Gull

Common

Lesser Black-backed Gull

Fairly common

Great Black-backed Gull

Common

Iceland Gull

A juvenile was seen on 25th

Kittiwake

Seen on four dates

Little Tern

Fairly common

Common Tern

Common

Arctic Tern

The commonest tern

Black Guillemot

Seen on three dates

Razorbill

Occasionally seen off-shore

Rock Dove

Very common

Collared Dove

Fairly common

Cuckoo

Often heard with regular sightings
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Short-eared Owl

Seen every day of the trip

Skylark

Common

Swallow

Fairly common

Sand Martin

Seen virtually every day and generally increasing on the
islands; over 100 at Daliburgh, 23rd

House Martin

A couple were at Daliburgh, 23rd and 27th

Rock Pipit

Fairly common in the right habitat

Meadow Pipit

Common

Pied Wagtail

Seen regularly in small numbers

Hebridean Wren

Common in certain areas

Hebridean Dunnock

Common in the right habitat

Robin

Seen on 4 dates

Wheatear

Common

Stonechat

Seen every day

Hebridean Song Thrush

Seen daily

Blackbird

Common

Sedge Warbler

Seen on two dates

Willow Warbler

Common but localised

Goldcrest

Seen on 25th

Hooded Crow

Seen every day and increasing in the islands

Carrion Crow

One at Loch Portain, 26th

Raven

Common

Hebridean Starling

Very common

House Sparrow

Common

Chaffinch

Seen around plantations

Linnet

Seen almost daily

Twite

Seen daily

Greenfinch

Seen almost daily

Goldfinch

Noted on three dates

Corn Bunting

A few birds seen on 24th and 28th May at Balranald
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Mammals:

Otter

One on 23rd and another on 25th plus a family of 3 on 27th

Grey Seal

Common

Common Seal

Common

Red Deer

Common and increasing

Rabbit

Common
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