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Sooty Tern in South Kintyre on 2 nd June 2017 
A new species for Argyll  

 
Eddie Maguire  

 
No one could have foreseen that the rarest seabird to visit the SW coast of Kintyre 
would do so on a relatively calm sunny day, but...that’s exactly what happened! 
At 11:00hrs on 2nd June entries in the Machrihanish Seabird Observatory (MSBO) 
logsheet revealed little movement over the sea.   
The best of what was really a mind-numbing morning included 50+ Sanderlings , a 
loose group of 25 2CY Black-legged Kittiwakes  passing south, the very regular and 
bleached-looking 2CY Iceland Gull  and intermittent fly-by Sandwich  and Arctic 
Terns .   
At 11:04hrs a small to medium-sized black and white seabird appeared ca. 150m to 
the north. It was some 20m or so above the sea and approaching the point ca. 100m 
from the Observatory.  
From its very direct flight jizz, my initial impression was that it was a pale morph skua 
but when I looked at it more closely it was obviously a black and white tern that, 
suspiciously, had an alarming, for me, ‘non-European’ look about it.   
This was an extremely neat looking bird with very dark/black upperparts including a 
complete black cap engulfing the eye, clean-white forehead with narrow black loral 
stripes extending from the black cap to the gape, clean-white underparts, a longish 
thin tail and a very precise undeviating flight with steady wingbeats (very skua-like). 
I grabbed the camera and rattled off a dozen or so shots.  
As the tern vanished to the south I looked at the images on the camera screen and 
was stunned when I realised, incredibly, that I had photographed a fly-by vagrant 
Sooty Tern  Onychoprion fuscata.  

 

 
 

Sooty Tern >S off MSBO at 11:04hrs on 2 nd June 2017 
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Since 1993 we have found some notable birds at MSBO including
Albatross, Pallid Harrier, Ross’s Gull
however, this mega beauty from Tropical oceans will take some thrashing!
 
Jim Dickson  (Argyll SOC Recorder) was quickly informed and described the 
appearance of this species in Argyll as...

“Quite an astonishing record for the west of Scotland a
 
If accepted by BBRC this will be a new species for Argyll, only the third Scottish 
occurrence and the first sighting of the species in Britain / Ireland for 12 years.  
The 2nd June will long be ranked as one of the most exciti
at MSBO when an adult Sooty Tern
2CY Iceland Gull  that will eventually breed in the Arctic regions of Canada 
Greenland (but not in Iceland as its name suggests) were both on my patc
same time.  

Sooty Tern 
 
Birdguides  Review of the Week 31
possible sightings of this individual prior to 
“There were some exciting discoveries
Tern that flew past Uisaed Point, Argyll, on 2
This Sooty is presumably the bird seen in France in early May, wh
speculated to be the bird also seen (in chronological order) off Cape Verde, 
Lanzarote and mainland Portugal in March and April.
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Since 1993 we have found some notable birds at MSBO including
Albatross, Pallid Harrier, Ross’s Gull  and Whiskered Tern  to na
however, this mega beauty from Tropical oceans will take some thrashing!

(Argyll SOC Recorder) was quickly informed and described the 
appearance of this species in Argyll as... 

 
“Quite an astonishing record for the west of Scotland and an excellent UK record”.

If accepted by BBRC this will be a new species for Argyll, only the third Scottish 
occurrence and the first sighting of the species in Britain / Ireland for 12 years.  

June will long be ranked as one of the most exciting days I have experienced 
Sooty Tern , a species that breeds in the Tropics, and a 

that will eventually breed in the Arctic regions of Canada 
Greenland (but not in Iceland as its name suggests) were both on my patc

 

Sooty Tern >S off MSBO at 11:04hrs on 2 nd June 2017 

Review of the Week 31st May – 6th June provided information on other 
sightings of this individual prior to its very brief appearance

ome exciting discoveries — and none more so than the
that flew past Uisaed Point, Argyll, on 2nd.   

This Sooty is presumably the bird seen in France in early May, wh
speculated to be the bird also seen (in chronological order) off Cape Verde, 
Lanzarote and mainland Portugal in March and April. 

Since 1993 we have found some notable birds at MSBO including Black-browed 
to name a few; 

however, this mega beauty from Tropical oceans will take some thrashing! 

(Argyll SOC Recorder) was quickly informed and described the 

nd an excellent UK record”. 

If accepted by BBRC this will be a new species for Argyll, only the third Scottish 
occurrence and the first sighting of the species in Britain / Ireland for 12 years.   

ng days I have experienced 
, a species that breeds in the Tropics, and a 

that will eventually breed in the Arctic regions of Canada or 
Greenland (but not in Iceland as its name suggests) were both on my patch at the 

 

June provided information on other 
s very brief appearance off MSBO...  

and none more so than the Sooty 

This Sooty is presumably the bird seen in France in early May, which was widely 
speculated to be the bird also seen (in chronological order) off Cape Verde, 
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If it is the same individual, and of course there'll be no way of proving it is, it's a 
casual 4,600 km (in a straight line) between Raso and Uisaed Point.  Quite 
impressive” (Josh Jones). 
 
Sooty Tern records in Britain and Ireland 
Scotland’s first was found dead at Myatt Hill, near Denny, Forth in late May 1939, 
and is now at the National Museums of Scotland. The only other record was a one-
day bird on 14th July 1989, on the Isle of May, Fife. 
The most recently accepted British record was an adult bird found at Rhosneigr, 
Anglesey, on 5th July 2005.  This bird was refound at a number of different sites over 
that summer, on The Skerries (Anglesey) as well as off Skerries (Co.Dublin) on the 
opposite side of the Irish Sea.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Machrihanish Seabird Observatory 
UK Twite Study Project  

     2010 – 2017 
    

 An Update 
Eddie Maguire and Rab Morton 

 

Introduction... 
In July 2010 Machrihanish Seabird Observatory  joined the UK Twite Study 
Project .   
During 2010 - 2017, a total of just over 1,500 Twite were colour ringed at MSBO, an 
average of 188 birds per year.  
The greatest movement was of a bird to Essex, and although most movements were 
to and from western parts of Scotland, Northern Ireland and the north of England, 
birds were also seen on the east coasts of Scotland and England, in Wales and the 
Republic of Ireland.   
In total 83 birds ringed at MSBO have been sighted, photographed or trapped 
elsewhere in the UK and Republic of Ireland, and 20 birds ringed in other parts of the 
UK and Republic of Ireland have been sighted, photographed or trapped at MSBO.   
 
The maps that accompany this paper highlight the distribution of UK / Republic of 
Ireland movements of Twite to and from MSBO.   
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Table 1.  Locations of all MSBO recoveries and cont rols 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Locations  

Ringed MSBO 
controlled  
elsewhere  

 
Controlled 
at MSBO 

 
Totals  

Scotland     
Argyll 8 1 9 
Highland - 1 1 
Ayrshire 4 - 4 
Dumfries & Galloway 16 - 16 
East Lothian 1 - 1 

England     
Northumberland 3 - 3 
Cumbria 5 2 7 
Lancashire 14 12 26 
Lincolnshire 2 - 2 
Norfolk 2 - 2 
Suffolk - 1 1 
Essex 1 - 1 
Isle of Man 6 2 8 

Wales    
Flintshire 2 - 2 

Northern Irela nd    
Co Antrim 12 - 12 
Co Down 4 - 4 
 Republic of Ireland     
Co Donegal - 1 1 
Co Mayo 1 - 1 
Co Wexford 1 - 1 
Co Louth 1 - 1 

Totals  83 20 103 
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Figure 1 .   Recoveries / sightings of Twite colour ringed at MSBO  
 

 
 
Figure 2 .  Twite ringed elsewhere and controlled or photographed at MSBO  
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Sightings of MSBO colour ringed Twite... 
Confirmed breeding of MSBO colour-ringed birds is at present confined to a pair with 
fledglings at Mull of Kintyre, and more reliably, adults with fledglings are seen every 
year at MSBO feeding station.  In addition, singles have been sighted during the 
breeding season on Tiree (Argyll) and Rathlin Island (Co Antrim).  The most recent 
island connection was one trapped at Mull of Oa, Islay during late autumn 2017 
(Jamie Dunning pers. comm.).  Other recent movements of MSBO colour ringed 
birds include one seen at Stevenston, Ayrshire (Tom Byars pers. comm.), one 
photographed in Co Antrim (Jamie Dunning pers comm.) and singles have been 
spotted in Northumberland and Lincolnshire. 
Details are pending on all these birds.   
 
Ringing 2017... 
 
It was a most disappointing autumn; no real passage occurred at MSBO and only 29 
birds were trapped including 24 new birds colour ringed and 5 retraps. 
However, a 2014 MSBO colour ringed bird is performing well on trips to NE Wales 
and back and has accumulated a very interesting history of doing so.... 
BTO ring = L586170 + green colour ring 22E.   
Ringed MSBO on 10th October 2014.  
Controlled at Connah’s Quay, Flintshire, NE Wales on 14th and 25th March 2015.  
Additional rings were added to this bird when it was controlled in Wales as the 
number on the MSBO green colour ring had faded / see photo below. 
Retrapped at MSBO on 14th October 2015. 
Controlled at Connah’s Quay on 12th February and 11th March 2016. 
Retrapped at MSBO on 28th September 2016. 
Controlled at Connah’s Quay on 20th January and 15th February 2017. 
Retrapped at MSBO on 7th April 2017 and again on passage from breeding grounds 
on 3 dates 4th – 10th October (on its way to Flintshire again?). 
Connah’s Quay is 298km  SSE of MSBO. So far, the six single journeys completed 
by this individual amounts to 1,788km . 
 
Eddie Maguire  / msbowarden@gmail.com  
Rab Morton  / sanda.bo@btinternet.com  

 
See Twite Ringing in Kintyre (Maguire 2014). Argyll Bird Club quarterly newsletter 
The Eider, March 2014; Number 107.  
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