Islay
4th – 9th November 2018
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Summary: The birds and scenery make Islay ideal for a short break at this time of year even
if, as on this occasion the weather was a bit challenging at times. The first day was the
calmest and started well with an otter in Bowmore and finished in style with a Todd’s
Canada Goose at Loch Gruinart. The second day was definitely on the wild side with gale
force winds at the Oa Nature Reserve although we did see 3 Golden Eagles and a perched
White-tailed Eagle as well as our only sighting of Twite with a flock of 200+. Day 3 was once
again wet and windy although the Chough at Ardnave were a nice addition to our list and a
couple of Merlins kept us on our toes. The final full day was much brighter and we had good
numbers of raptors, especially Hen Harriers and Merlins as well as much better views of the
Todd’s Canada Goose. The real highlight though was the shear spectacle of thousands of
Greenland Barnacle and Greenland White-fronted Geese. The Barnacles in particular put on
a show and when some of the huge flocks rose in the air they produced a tremendous sight
and sound, especially when they passed overhead. Thanks to everyone for making this short
trip so enjoyable and entertaining!

Leader: Steve Duffield
Participants: Glyn Jones, Anthony Thomas, Mark Clay, Angela Mackersie, Sary Davies,
Nicholas Windibank, Andrew Peel and Toni Menezes.

Daily Dairy:
4th November
Weather: A brisk south-westerly wind eased during the day so our crossing was in fairly
calm conditions with sunny spells.
We met up at Glasgow Airport in the morning around 9 am and made our way across to
Kennacraig where we caught the 13:00 sailing for Port Askaig. The first part of the sailing in
West Loch Tarbet was nice and sheltered and held good numbers of Great Northern Divers,
some of which were still in summer plumage. We also spotted around 5 Red-throated
Divers, plenty of Red-breasted Mergansers and several Eiders. Black Guillemots, Guillemots,
Razorbills, Kittiwakes, Cormorant and Shags were also present whilst both Grey Heron and
Little Grebe were also picked up in the early part of the 2 hour trip. As we approached Port
Askaig a distant Golden Eagle was spotted hunting over the southern moorland of Jura.
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Once on Islay we made our way to the hotel / guesthouse picking up a couple of small flocks
of Barnacle Geese and a few Buzzards in the evening light before settling into our
accommodation and our evening meal.

Guillemots

5th November
Weather: Very light south-easterly winds in the morning, increased slightly during the day;
cloudy and overcast with frequent showers.
A good start to the day began with an otter showing well off the pier at Bowmore as well as
a male and female Common Scoter, Slavonian Grebe, Red-breasted Mergansers, Goldeneye,
Red-throated and Great Northern Divers all on Loch Indaal. We also spotted a Grey Wagtail
and a few Rock Pipits around the harbour area before making our way towards Bridgend.
We stopped in the carpark of the Gaelic College about a mile outside Bowmore and
overlooking the tidal flats that were being exposed with the receding tide at the head of
Loch Indaal. Thousands of Barnacle Geese were present along with Greylag Geese, 12 Pinkfooted Geese and around 25 pale-bellied Brents. There were also huge numbers of Barnacle
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Geese in the air to the east of Bridgend creating a superb, wildfowl spectacle. Back on the
tidal loch were plenty of Wigeon and Teal whilst on the other side of Bridgend on the road
to Port Charlotte another stop produced 3 Knot, Bar-tailed Godwits, Curlew, Shelduck and 4
Whooper Swans. A little further along the road at Black Rocks a flock of 30+ Scaup were
resting close to the shore. After a quick look we continued along the road to the south side
of Loch Gorm where the fields were alive with birds including thousands of Barnacle Geese
in the stubble along with 171+ Whooper Swans and a couple of Pink-footed Geese. Good
numbers of Greenland White-fronted Geese were also present whilst flocks of Chaffinch and
a few Reed Buntings darted in and out of cover. After a good look through what birds we
could see in the fields we made our way to Machir Bay although rain soon stopped play and
we returned to the vehicle and on to Loch Gruinart visitor centre for our lunch.

Greenland White-fronted Geese

Outside the visitor centre Chaffinch, Greenfinch and Goldfinch were visiting the feeders
along with a few Great Tits. A distant ringtail Hen Harrier was spotted over the reserve and
was presumably the same bird we saw after lunch when visiting the hides. The pools were
pretty lively with birds including good numbers of Teal and Wigeon as well as smaller
numbers of Pintail and Shoveler. Masses of Snipe were also present along with 4
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Greenshank, 4 Whooper Swans and Little Grebe; whilst Treecreeper and a Goldcrest were
seen on the approach to the hides. Leaving the hides we made our way around to the east
side of Loch Gruinart, stopping on route to look at a few Golden Plover amongst a flock of
Lapwings. A ringtail Hen Harrier flew past on the far side of the plovers whilst on the other
side of the road a huge flock of Golden Plover settled into the fields. Once on the east side
we began scanning through the thousands of Barnacle Geese present with others in the
fields behind. Luckily something put the other birds up and as they settled in front of us a
Todd’s Canada Goose came into view. It was a bit distant although we all managed to see it
eventually amongst the Barnacle Geese. A Sparrowhawk rounded off the day as it shot
across the fields of geese putting up the huge flock of Golden Plover before disappearing
into a small wood.
6th November
Weather: Strong to gale force south-easterly winds with regular showers although slightly
brighter at times.
We made our way down to the Oa at the south-western tip of Islay this morning picking up a
1st winter Kittiwake in a field with other gulls on route. Once at the carpark we set off for
the American Memorial with Sary and Toni taking a slightly shorter route whilst the rest of
the group headed for the coastal path. As we neared a lone house a juvenile Golden Eagle
flew low past us before being shortly followed by 2 adults, one after the other. The last bird
rose up in the air as it was pursued by a Raven and gave us decent views until it headed off
in the same direction as the other two, towards the coastal cliffs that lay to the east of us.
As we arrived on the windy coastline a large bird sat on the lea side of a cliff top mound
turned out to be an immature White-tailed Eagle which we managed to identify thanks to
Mark bringing his scope along although keeping it still in the buffeting winds was somewhat
of a challenge! The walk along the cliff top footpath was exhilarating in the gale force winds,
which intensified as we reached the memorial that is built in the shape of a lighthouse. After
a brief stop here we headed back to the carpark, past a sacrificial field left to attract
wintering Twite; which it had certainly achieved with a flock exceeding 200 birds present.
Nearby Loch Kinnabus was pretty quiet although the neighbouring fields held good numbers
of White-fronted Geese. We left the Oa and headed along the south coast, through Port
Ellen for lunch at the Kildalton Cross.
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American Memorial on the Oa

After lunch we made our way back towards Port Ellen picking up a Fallow Deer amongst the
rushes and a couple of hunting Golden Eagles low over the hillside to the north. They
showed for around 10 – 15 minutes as they moved back and forth heading into the strong
winds. A Mistle Thrush was perched on the wires and a couple of Buzzards also put in an
appearance before we continued on our way. A Kestrel and a couple of Buzzards were
hunting near the Laphroaig Distillery, just before Port Ellen. From here we took the B8106
back towards Bowmore, stopping every now and then to scan through more flocks of
Barnacle and White-fronted Geese. We stopped again on the far side of Bridgend to scan
through yet more Barnacle Geese with thousands resting on the saltmarsh here. Both Teal
and Wigeon were also present and feeding in the shallow water. For the final hour of
daylight we made our way back to the southern side of Loch Gruinart where we found a
single pale-bellied Brent Goose amongst the Barnacle Geese as well as plenty of Whitefronted Geese. A Little Egret was seen in flight heading towards the pools where 100+
Whooper Swans dropped in as the light began to fade. Finally a ringtail Hen Harrier put in an
appearance rounding off another good day even if the weather was a bit wild.
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7th November
Weather: Heavy rain and strong south-easterly winds in the morning gave to way to brighter
conditions before it once again became more showery with the wind veering round to the
west.
Conditions were less than ideal although we did our best in the very wet weather in the
morning. A stop just before Bridgend produced Knot, Bar-tailed Godwits, Wigeon, Brent
Geese and Whooper Swans from the roadside. A mile or two out of Bridgend on the road to
Askaig we stopped at the Woollen Mill to see if there were any Dippers present on the river.
To say the river was in spate was an understatement as the torrent rushed down, drowning
all potentially perching rocks. The feeders here though were alive with birds with loads of
Chaffinch as well as 3 Siskin, Coal Tit, Blue Tits and Great Tits all busy scoffing the seed. A
Treecreeper was seen in the surrounding woodland whilst a Mistle Thrush and a couple of
Collared Doves were present. We made our way north and on to the Bunnahabhain
Distillery where a summer plumage Great Northern Diver showed very well in the shelter by
the pier. Black Guillemot, Shag and a Harbour Seal were also off-shore here whilst a couple
of Kestrels were seen between here and the main road. The weather had brightened
somewhat and things looked much more promising so we headed for Ardnave. The lull in
the weather had certainly brought out the raptors and besides plenty of Buzzards we picked
up a ringtail Hen Harrier at Gruinart; plus 3 Mistle Thrush as well as another ringtail and a
male Hen Harrier over the road as we headed for Ardnave. We parked by the small
freshwater loch that held a couple of Tufted Duck, Goldeneye and Little Grebe before
walking over the headland in search of Chough. We hadn’t gone a long way when we soon
came across around 6 birds with a flock of Jackdaws. Unfortunately this coincided with the
return of the rain and we got a real dousing as we made our way back to the minibus. As it
was just after midday we decided to head the few miles back to Gruinart visitor centre to
have our lunch in the dry.
After a wee episode with the minibus which included trouble closing one of the sliding doors
and then most of the group being locked inside, we successfully got on our way once again!
The afternoon was better weather wise and we soon picked up a Peregrine in flight as we
drove away from Gruinart towards the south side of Loch Gorm. Masses of Barnacle Geese
were present as well as good numbers of White-fronted Geese, a single Pink-footed Goose
and a leucistic Greylag Goose. Good numbers of Whooper Swans were also in the fields and
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Toni pointed out a Merlin that was hurtling, low past the minibus. We headed back towards
Loch Indaal and scanned from Port Charlotte where we spotted a Razorbill, several Great
Northern Divers and Red-throated Divers. A large flock of Barnacle Geese were feeding just
inland of the village along with Greenland White-fronted Geese. A couple of Stonechats
were on a roadside fence and several Fieldfares were seen in flight with Redwings at the
rear of the stubble fields. Further east along the loch we also picked up several more Great
Northern and Red-throated Divers as well as Eiders and Red-breasted Mergansers whilst
Steve also had a Slavonian Grebe that remained elusive for everyone else. A final stop near
Bridgend finished the day with the spectacular site of thousands of Barnacle Geese roosting
at the head of Loch Indaal as well as Shelduck, 2 Pintail, Wigeon, 8 Shoveler, Teal,
Goldeneye, Little Grebe and Curlew.
8th November
Weather: The final day dawned bright and sunny with moderate south-south-westerlies;
becoming cloudier in the afternoon.
Our first stop on this fine, sunny morning was on the road to Bridgend where Andrew picked
up 3 distant Long-tailed Ducks out on Loch Indaal with 3 Slavonian Grebes also putting in an
appearance whilst watching them. Closer to were good numbers of Wigeon and Teal as well
as a nice selection of waders including Dunlin, Ringed Plover, a Turnstone, Curlews and Bartailed Godwits. A couple of Whooper Swans and 25 pale-bellied Brent Geese were also
present. We continued along the north side of Loch Indaal spotting a couple of Shelducks on
the tideline as we passed by. By popular request we headed back to Ardnave in the hope of
getting more views of the Chough and hopefully in dry conditions today. We soon picked up
a flock of Chough and although they were mobile we eventually got some great views as
they tumbled and called on the edge of a dune close to our position with around 10 birds
seen in all. Whilst watching the acrobatics of the Chough a huge flock of Barnacle Geese
flew overhead after they had been disturbed from some nearby fields and made a
spectacular sight and sound as they passed over. We also picked up a ringtail Hen Harrier
and Kestrel at Ardnave whilst the freshwater loch produced a couple of Tufted Ducks,
Goldeneye, Teal and Little Grebe. We made our way back towards Gruinart, picking up a
female/immature Merlin near Ardnave Loch, which shot along the road in front of us whilst
it or another was found perched on overhead wires slightly further along the road. A
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Sparrowhawk also put in an appearance being mobbed by a Hooded Crow a little further
along. Leaving the Gruinart area we headed up towards the Sanaigmore Memorial at the
north-west end of the island for a lunch stop although we were slightly delayed on our
approach when a distant Golden Eagle was spotted flushing a large flock of Barnacle Geese
from the fields there. Andrew also spotted a fine, male Hen Harrier as we approached the
memorial. It drifted across the road in front of us before hunting over the rough grass and
moorland to the west.

Chough

We enjoyed our lunch at the north-west end of the island with a Great Northern Diver
fishing off-shore for company until we moved on to Machir Bay. A flood by the carpark here
held quite a few Ringed Plover, a few Turnstones and 2 Sanderlings whilst 2 Chough flew
over calling. We also had a nice view of a hunting ringtail Hen Harrier and a couple of small
flocks of Whooper Swans in flight. Leaving the scenic Machir Bay we headed around the
south side of Loch Gorm where a large flock of Chaffinch and 2 Yellowhammers were seen
feeding along the field margins. A male Merlin put in a close pass as it chased a Skylark over
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an adjacent field before disappearing as quickly as it appeared. We then took the B8017
back to Loch Gruinart where more Chaffinches were feeding by the roadside although
amongst them this time, were a few Linnets and a couple of Mistle Thrush in the field
nearby. We finished the day at Loch Gruinart which was heaving with geese including the
Todd’s Canada Goose which we located on the east side of the loch once again. This time it
was much closer and provided much more satisfactory views for all. We also spotted a
perched Merlin and a Sparrowhawk on the east side before finishing off the day at a
viewpoint looking over the pools. This great spot, elevated above the reserve provided a
great panorama where we found good numbers of Wigeon, Teal, Shoveler, Pintail and 10
Black-tailed Godwits amongst others rounding off a great trip to the island.

Barnacle Geese

9th November
Weather: Strengthening southerly winds and heavy showers.
Our scheduled ferry departure from Port Ellen was brought forward to an 8:30 am sailing
from Port Askaig as the forecast was for gale force southerly winds. This was going to be the
last sailing for the day so we made sure we were on time as we didn’t want to risk being
placed in the ‘sin bin’. A Grey Wagtail was buzzing around the port whilst a couple of small
flocks of Whooper Swans passed overhead towards Jura. The crossing was a little rocky in
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the strengthening winds and once the rain started it became increasingly difficult to see
many birds although between us we picked up Great Northern Diver, Red-throated Diver, a
couple of Common Scoter, Guillemots and plenty of Kittiwakes north of Gigha. We arrived in
good time and were soon on our way back to Glasgow although one last surprise lay in
store. As we approached Lochgilphead an immature Pomarine Skua was seen briefly, at
close range, attacking gulls by the roadside as we passed over a narrow bridge by the coast
at Ardrishaig. The rest of the journey past by quickly and as we reached Glasgow the skies
brightened before we said our goodbyes at the end of our short break to the lovely island of
Islay.

Species List:
Mute Swan

Small numbers seen each day on Islay

Whooper Swan

Good numbers south of Loch Gorm with at least 171 here, 5 th
but also an influx of birds noted on the final morning

Pink-footed Goose

Small numbers at scattered locations on 3 days

White-fronted Goose

Widespread and seen regularly

Greylag Goose

Common

Barnacle Goose

Thousands of birds with the majority concentrated around
Loch Gruinart / Loch Gorm and Loch Indaal

Canada Goose

A bird resembling a Todd’s Canada was seen on the east side
of Loch Gruinart on 2 dates

Brent Goose

25 were on Loch Indaal near Bridgend with another at Gruinart

Shelduck

A few were on Loch Indaal

Mallard

Common

Shoveler

Small numbers were seen at Loch Gruinart and Loch Indaal

Wigeon

Common

Pintail

Probably around 30 at Loch Gruinart and a couple on Loch
Indaal

Teal

Common

Tufted Duck

Small numbers on Ardnave Loch and Loch Gorm

Scaup

30+ were off Black Rocks, Loch Indaal
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Eider

Small numbers seen at scattered locations

Common Scoter

Small numbers were on Loch Indaal

Long-tailed Duck

3 were seen on Loch Indaal, 8th

Goldeneye

Fairly common

Red-breasted Merganser

Common on Loch Indaal in particular

Red-throated Diver

Seen every day in small numbers

Great Northern Diver

Seen virtually every day with good numbers in West Loch
Tarbet from the ferry

Little Grebe

Seen at Ardnave, Loch Gruinart, Loch Indaal and West Loch
Tarbet

Slavonian Grebe

Seen on Loch Indaal on 3 dates

Gannet

One was seen from the ferry, 4th

Cormorant

Common

Shag

Common

Grey Heron

Common

Little Egret

One was seen at the south end of Loch Gruinart, 6th

White-tailed Eagle

A distant immature seen off the Oa, perched on a cliff top

Golden Eagle

A family of 3 were seen at the Oa, 2 along the road to Kildalton
and another over Sanaigmore

Hen Harrier

Seen every day with at least 4 on the 7th including a very nice
male

Buzzard

Common

Sparrowhawk

Seen on 3 days

Kestrel

Fairly common

Peregrine Falcon

Seen near Loch Gruinart, 7th

Merlin

Seen on the last two days with around 4 or 5 on the 8 th
including a fine male

Oystercatcher

Common

Ringed Plover

Seen on Loch Indaal and at Machir Bay

Golden Plover

A huge flock was present at Loch Gruinart

Lapwing

Common

Knot

Small numbers were on Loch Indaal
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Sanderling

2 were seen by flood pools at Machir Bay

Turnstone

One at Loch Indaal and a few by Machir Bay

Dunlin

Small numbers at Loch Indaal

Redshank

Common

Greenshank

At least 4 were at Loch Gruinart

Black-tailed Godwit

10 were at Loch Gruinart, 8th

Bar-tailed Godwit

Small numbers at Loch Indaal

Curlew

Fairly common and seen every day

Snipe

Common with big numbers at Loch Gruinart

Pomarine Skua

An immature bird was seen briefly but close to the road at
Ardrishaig, near Lochgilphead on the way back to Glasgow

Black-headed Gull

Common

Common Gull

Very common

Herring Gull

Common

Great Black-backed Gull

Common

Kittiwake

Good number from the ferry crossing to and from Kennacraig
but also a 1st winter in fields on the way to the Oa

Black Guillemot

Seen from the ferry as well as in the Sound of Jura and a
couple of other sites

Guillemot

Common from the ferry crossing

Razorbill

Seen almost every day with the largest numbers from the ferry
crossing

Wood Pigeon

Seen most days on Islay

Rock Dove

Common

Collared Dove

Common

Skylark

Common around arable fields

Rock Pipit

Common and present in Bowmore

Meadow Pipit

Common

Pied Wagtail

Seen most days

Grey Wagtail

Seen around Bowmore and Port Ellen

Wren

Fairly common
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Dunnock

Noted every day

Robin

Common

Stonechat

Noted on 7th and 8th

Song Thrush

Seen most days

Redwing

Common

Mistle Thrush

Seen on 3 out of 4 days on Islay

Fieldfare

A few were seen at Port Charlotte

Blackbird

Common

Goldcrest

Only noted on 5th

Great Tit

Common around the woods

Blue Tit

Common

Coal Tit

Common

Treecreeper

Seen by Loch Gruinart and the Woollen Mill

Hooded Crow

Common

Rook

Common

Jackdaw

Common

Raven

Common

Chough

Around a dozen were seen at Ardnave with a couple of others
around Machir Bay.

Starling

Common

House Sparrow

Common

Chaffinch

Good numbers were seen with flocks along many field
margins.

Linnet

Fairly common

Twite

A flock of 200+ were at the Oa reserve in the south.

Siskin

At least 3 were seen at the feeders by the Woollen Mill.

Goldfinch

Seen on 3 days

Greenfinch

Only noted on 5th

Yellowhammer

A couple were seen in the stubble fields south of Loch Gorm.

Reed Bunting

Seen on 3 days
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Mammals:
Otter

Seen well on 5th off Bowmore

Harbour Seal

Seen hauled out at Bowmore

Harbour Porpoise

Noted on 5th

Red Deer

Seen on 4th and 6th

Roe Deer

Seen at Loch Gruinart

Fallow Deer

Seen between Port Ellen and Kildalton

Brown Hare

Seen in the fields south of Loch Gorm

Rabbit

Noted on the 6th only
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