BIRDING ABROAD ISLAY TRIP REPORT
17 – 22 MARCH 2022
In March, a smaller group headed north to enjoy the scenic splendours of Islay. Our group comprised
John Dibbs, Ken Knowles, Nev Nicholson, Tony Rhodes, William Smith with Lance and Pat as the Birding
Abroad leaders. Once again, this wonderful island did not disappoint with a wealth of birds and wildlife
taking centre stage.
Wednesday 16 March: The group assembled late afternoon in the quaint fishing village of Tarbert,
which nestles on an inlet of Loch Fyne in Argyll and Bute. After a welcome coffee and introductions,
we took a short stroll along the harbour front where we enjoyed the first bird watching of the trip.
The tide was partially out, and the muddy shallows attracted a few waders including Eurasian
Oystercatcher, Common Redshank and Eurasian Curlew, as well as two Grey Herons. Further out, a
small party of Red-breasted Mergansers was diving alongside several European Shags; two species we
were to subsequently encounter on each day of the trip. Weaving their way between the moored
boats were three Little Grebes, though pride of place went to three Black Guillemots, all in striking
summer plumage, which were watched at very close range, contentedly feeding in the mirror calm
waters where they provided great photographic opportunities. More unusual in this area were the
two Canada Geese feeding alongside a small group of Greylag. We picked out a couple of Carrion
Crows, but Hooded Crows had largely replaced their close relatives in this area, and we noted that
some individuals appeared to show intermediate features.

Thursday 17 March: After a wholesome Scottish breakfast, it was time to make the short drive to the
Kennacraig ferry terminal where the Caledonian MacBrayne ferry soon arrived into the calm waters
of West Loch Tarbert. As the passenger ferry approached the harbour, we spent a few minutes looking

offshore seeing more Black Guillemots as well as our first divers of the trip, a Great Northern and
nearby two Red-throated, both in plain winter plumage.
Shortly it was our turn to board the ferry and with the vehicle safely parked on the ship’s car deck, we
were quickly on our way through the loch’s tranquil waters. Six more Great Northern Divers were
logged as well as Common Scoter, several Black Guillemots and yet more Red-breasted Mergansers.
As we crossed the open water section of the two-hour crossing to Islay, there were fewer birds, so we
headed to the cafeteria for a coffee. The views across to the mountains on Jura were quite splendid
and it wasn’t long before we drew into Port Askaig. After disembarking, we drove south across Islay.
Grassy fields either side of the road held feeding flocks of Greenland White-fronted and Barnacle
Geese, though with few obvious places to pull-in, good views had the wait until later in the trip.
Stopping at the head of Loch Indaal, three Common Ringed Plover fed on the beach whilst offshore
two more Great Norther Divers were noted. Looking northwards and inland, the broad-winged
silhouette of an immature White-tailed Eagle came into view, soon to be joined by a second, with both
birds circling over the low hills just to the north for several minutes enabling very good telescope views
for all. Moving on we headed round to Bruichladdich, where the rocky sea front produced Rock Pipit
and several Red-throated Divers with full red throats, two being watched performing their open wing
display as they pattered along the water surface with outspread wings. A group of European Shags
were resting nearby and alongside a pale shape which turned out to be a first-winter Iceland Gull,
shown below, sitting out in the sun for all to see.

After a while, we moved on to Port Ellen where we checked in to our sea front hotel, before a pleasant
evening meal complete with our daily bird log which was taken at a nearby restaurant.
Friday 18 March: A hearty breakfast had us energised for a first full day in the field. We drove a short
distance passed the Port Ellen distillery to the beach at Cairnmore Woods where we scanned the
sheltered waters of Kilnaughten Bay. A few Red-breasted Mergansers and at least six Great Northern

Divers were feeding offshore. The woodland edge yielded a Common Chiffchaff and a calling
Goldcrest. As we waited, another Goldcrest flitted along the hillside. From here we continued down
the narrow single-track road that wends its way through a rather barren wilderness across the Oa
peninsula. Two male Reed Buntings were noted in a small willow copse, whilst Common Buzzards
perched on telegraph poles and a pair of Stonechats caught flies from roadside fences. Two Common
Raven harassed an adult Peregrine Falcon which looked splendid against the warm colours of the
spring heather. The weather was bright and sunny as we reached the parking area where a very
welcome flock of 40 Twite showed admirably. As they flew around the air echoed with their nasal calls
and song.
We then set off on a walk of around two miles along the spectacular Oa coastal path. As we
approached the towering cliffs, two Golden Eagles could be seen sitting on one of the cliff stacks, so
we decided to wait a while. As we did, two broad winged corvids with rather flamboyant flight turned
out to be distant Red-billed Choughs. One of the eagles flew a short distance, but views were rather
hampered by the bright sunlight – an unusual problem on this wind-swept Scottish island! We rested
for a while at the imposing American Monument which commemorates the hundreds of American
seamen who lost their lives when the troop ships HMS Tuscania and HMS Atranto were sunk off the
coast of Islay in February 1918. Meadow Pipits were singing everywhere, and their parachute display
flight entertained us as we walked back to the vehicle.

Our picnic lunch was taken al fresco, and in some comfort too, with folding chairs and a table complete
with refreshing hot drinks. Whilst enjoying the rest, we kept an eye on the nearby bird feeders, which
continued to attract Twite at very close range as well as a couple of classy male Reed Buntings.

Scanning the hillside as we headed back towards Port Ellen, a juvenile Golden Eagle showed off its
white wing linings and tail but all too soon it disappeared over the horizon. Undeterred, we continued
a mile or so before scanning again. Bingo, two Golden Eagles circling in front of a small pine wood, but
to our surprise both were adult birds complete with golden crowns which we watched for full 10
minutes as they flew around, occasionally sitting atop a small hill in full view. It must be said we
enjoyed fantastic views of this iconic raptor, the definite highlight of the day.
For our afternoon session, we took a leisurely drive to the south-east of the island. We passed three
of Islay’s most famous distilleries; Laphroaig, Lagavulin and Ardbeg, each of which produces its own
peaty flavoured single malt whisky. A series of bays complete with small sandy beaches and offshore
islets or skerries provided a very picturesque backdrop, with several close Great Northern Divers seen
in each and also groups of up to 15 Red-breasted Mergansers scattered up and down. Fields here held
flocks numbering over one thousand Barnacle Geese and a smaller number of Greenland Whitefronted Geese. Many Common Seals were noted. The habitat looked ideal for Eurasian Otter though
we were to be disappointed after a couple of hours searching. However, we couldn’t be downhearted
after such as excellent day.

Our drive back to Port Ellen was broken with a stop at the Kildalton Cross, a monolithic high cross of
Celtic form, carved in the 8th century AD and situated in the churchyard of the former parish church
of Kildalton. Another fine evening meal complete with the daily bird log rounded off a very successful
day in the field.
Saturday 19 March: This morning we took the main road north towards Bowmore seeing a very close
male Hen Harrier which flew alongside the vehicle providing nice views. Reaching the eastern shore
of Loch Indaal, we used a sheltered observation platform to scan the sea loch. The shallow edges

produced small groups of 10, then 18 and then seven Whooper Swans, plus 100 Eurasian Wigeon, a
single Slavonian Grebe and a close female Greater Scaup. Further out diving duck were represented
by 20 Common Goldeneye, 15 Common Scoter and a distant male Long-tailed Duck. Commoner
waders included over 100 Eurasian Oystercatchers, 30 Eurasian Curlew and 10 Bar-tailed Godwits.
It really was another nice day weatherwise with blue sky and little wind, so we decided to try Loch
Skerrols. Scanning through the Tufted Ducks, we noticed a duck which had a grey back - a drake Lesser
Scaup no less. This is a rare transatlantic vagrant on Islay, so we watched it carefully through
telescopes, soon noting a second drake and a female too; three Lesser Scaup all feeding together and
showing well – what a fantastic sight! Suddenly all the ducks scattered as an immature White-tailed
Eagle flew low over the water taking a hopeful pass at any ducks that got near to it. Eventually it
settled in a large bare tree adjoining the loch, where it was soon joined by a second eagle! Behind us
the trees were alive with singing birds, Goldcrest, Coal Tit and Eurasian Treecreeper showed to all and
a calling Siskin flew over.
We then decided to take the road over towards Loch Gorm. Fields either side held nice groups of
Greenland White-fronted Geese, so we parked carefully to watch. Over the moors another male Hen
Harrier came into view followed by a female - what a wonderful day we were having. A short diversion
to Kilchoman to see the church provided the added bonus of three Red-billed Choughs sitting on the
roof! Onwards to the RSPB reserve at Gruinart, where the visitor centre provided lots of information
on the reserve and its management plan. The fields held large numbers of Barnacle Geese and nearby,
a juvenile White-tailed Eagle was spotted trying, rather unsuccessfully it must be said, to hide in the
grass.

Adorning the wet fields was a tight packed flock of 160 Eurasian Golden Plover with nearly as many
Northern Lapwing, which formed a wonderful sight indeed. As we watched, another three Whitetailed Eagles were discovered sitting close together in a rough field from where they would
occasionally take flight to harass the throng.

Exploring the reserve proper, we took a stroll to the viewpoint and first hide which overlooks the
freshwater floods, where dabbling ducks totalled 30 Northern Shoveler, 50 Common Teal and 25
Northern Pintail along with 10 Common Shelduck. Waders included 45 Common Redshank with some
display noted and a single Ruff. Suddenly everything took to the air and amongst the commotion, yet
another White-tailed Eagle appeared, this one later sitting on the pools in front of the hide!
The road to Ardnave Loch provided yet more geese though it was the close-by Northern Wheatear
that we enjoyed most, our first of the spring.
Taking the back road more eagles were seen giving a total of 12 White-tailed Eagles for the day – what
a fantastic count!
We returned to Port Ellen, once again enjoying a fine evening meal in pleasant surroundings.

The chance to see flocks of Barnacle Geese draw many bird watchers to Islay
Sunday 20 March: With many of our target birds already secured, we decided to further explore the
island today. Driving towards Bowmore once again produced a male Hen Harrier and then a second
male, both of which were seen near the airport.
Heading to the far side of Loch Indaal, we stopped on the sandy beach beyond Blackrock where the
same first-winter Iceland Gull showed particularly well. As the tide fell, we noticed that Common
Shelduck were everywhere with over 80 counted and more than double this amount of Eurasian
Oystercatcher. A quick look off Bruichladdich produced several Red-throated Divers in full summer
plumage as well as two Great Northerns. We headed slowly down the Rhinns peninsula, stopping as
often as we could to check the goose flocks - plenty of Barnacles but not the hoped for Red-breasted
which had been present in this area during the previous week. During the journey several groups of
Greenland White-fronted Geese were noted grazing at the roadside, easily picked out by their dark
colour tones compared with the larger and paler Greylag Geese.

Several thousand Greenland White-fronted Geese spend the winter on Islay
We got our first good views of Rock Doves, here feeding in the fields rather like Wood Pigeons would
do back home. It wasn’t long before we arrived in Portnahaven, a very pleasant and attractive village
at the end of the Rhinns peninsula.

Although sheltered by Orsay island, the sea is always choppy in the inlet here, so we spent a short
time there recording three smart Black Guillemots in full black plumage and two Northern Gannets
passing offshore. Atlantic Grey Seals were resting higher up in a sheltered area, and remarkably a Roe
Deer fed close by in someone’s tiny front garden!
Continuing slowly around the Rhinns, two Red-billed Choughs flew over the road, landing later on the
top of a small hill, so we stopped to view them through the telescope.
We ended the day with a drive along the eastern shore of Loch Gruinart towards Killinallan, where the
paved road ends. We could see a decent group of Barnacle Geese roosting distantly on the sands, and
amongst them was an apparent small Canada Goose. Perhaps it was the rare Cackling Goose which
had been present on the island since the previous autumn we thought. This was one of our main
targets, so there was nothing else for it but to set off and walk nearer, However, our efforts were in
vain as the flock was disturbed and they flew farther away; sadly, one that got away as they say. The
vast mudflats did however hold a good number of waders, so we got the chairs out of the vehicle for
a good look. Northern Lapwings were scattered around and 50 Eurasian Curlew, 60 each of Bar-tailed
Godwits and Ruddy Turnstone and 100 Sanderling all hinted at rich pickings to be had. A Grey Plover
was the only one of the trip, as was a group of four Common Greenshank.
By now it was getting late, so we returned to Port Ellen after another excellent day in the field.
Monday 21 March: Another fine and sunny day greeted the group as we headed out after breakfast.
By now we had seen almost all the avian highlights on offer, so we decided to give Eurasian Otter one
more chance. Several likely bays were again looked at, but despite our best efforts the animal again
eluded us. Fallow Deer did show very well however, hiding as they do in open woodland nearby.

Chip spotted a close Golden Eagle, but it glided off around a low hillside before the rest of the group
could be collected to view. Offshore, a summer plumage Red-throated Diver was again logged as well
as half a dozen Great Northern Divers.
Taking a deserted back road, the habitat looked fantastic for raptors and so it proved to be.
Progressing slowly, we noticed a male Hen Harrier coming nearer and nearer, eventually gliding
straight towards our vehicle and giving some of the best views possible. Time and again it returned,
to entertain us as we viewed unseen from the vehicle, as did a female and another more distant male.
A full hour in the area, when sightings came thick and fast, culminated in a male Hen Harrier skydancing, as its up and down display flight is called – fantastic.
Continuing on, we travelled to Bunnahabhain in the north-east of the island, the location of a famous
whisky distillery set in a very picturesque bay overlooking the Sound of Jura. A close group of eight
Razorbills and four Black Guillemots were noted offshore. Whilst in the distillery grounds, a Grey
Wagtail, a Eurasian Bullfinch and European Greenfinch were new for the bird list, and some visited the
distillery shop.
The chance of another look at the three Lesser Scaup tempted us once again to Loch Skerrols, but no
luck today despite spending time scouring every part of the water. The stop did however reveal our
only White-tailed Eagle of the day, a bird we felt privileged to have seen on every day of the tour. Near
Bowmore, the female Great Scaup still present, and offshore the male Long-tailed Duck.

So, we began our journey back to Port Ellen for our final evening of the tour together. During a lovely
evening meal, we reflected on what had been a most enjoyable stay.
Tuesday 22 March: After a final hearty Scottish breakfast, we said our farewells to the hotel staff and
drove the short distance to the ferry terminal in Port Ellen. From here, as we waited to board in the
sunshine, a group of 20 Common Eiders attracted our attention. The ferry crossing was very calm and
from the observation decks we counted no less than 32 Great Northern Divers and at least 10 Redthroated, all-in spanking summer plumage. Auks were obvious as we crossed the Sound of Islay, with
estimates of 80 Razorbills and 30 Common Guillemots joining at least 65 Black-legged Kittiwakes seen
in our watches. We said our final goodbyes as we returned to the car deck and then started the long
road journey south and eventually home.

Thank you to all the group for making the trip so enjoyable, and to our hosts on Islay who made us
feel so welcome.

Looking across to the Paps of Jura
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