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Machrihanish Seabird Observatory  

SW Kintyre Argyll PA28 6PZ 

Founded 11th September 1993  

2018 Report 

Introduction 

This report is an update on projects and monitoring work undertaken during the season 

and documents the birds and other wildlife recorded at the Machrihanish Seabird 

Observatory (MSBO) during the year.   

Systematic seawatching from 1st March to 10th November ultimately produced 

observations of rare, scarce / unusual species and many outstanding totals of 

numerous regular passage visitors.  

The MSBO was manned daily 1st March ï 10th November with casual observations 

later.  The report portrays the year with a monthly summary of all main ornithological 

events accompanied by a selection of 125 photographs (for a full account see 

Systematic Lists in 2018 Monthly Reports on MSBO website).  

 

The Seabird Observatory is located just west of Machrihanish village in SW Kintyre 

Cover photographs ï 1CY Mediterranean Gull and Purple Sandpiper 
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Monitoring overland crossings of Northern Gannets in S Kintyre 

Surveillance of Gannets over Campbeltown Harbour (Clyde waters) from March to 

October 2018 by Charlie Robertson (MSBO assistant warden) produced additional 

remarkable evidence of adults routinely crossing 8km overland on foraging trips to 

Machrihanish Bay (Atlantic) and beyond - see Northern Gannets crossing overland 

in S Kintyre 2018 on page 71 of this Report. 

Note ï TL = The Laggan 

 

 

March 2018  
 

Adult Whooper Swan were at Kilkivan Farm TL on 19th (3) and Bleachfield Farm TL  

on 23rd - 25th (4)  and a single there on 28th.   

At Strath Farm TL Greenland White-fronted Geese peaked at 600+ on 8th. 

 
Greenland White-fronted Goose (adult) TL 8th March 

 

On 7th,  a single Pink-footed Goose was in with 344 Greylag Geese at Strath TL.  

Flocks of Common Shelduck at MSBO included 16 on 5th, 30 on 13th with an increase 

to 34 on 19th.  Ten were at Strath Farm TL on 12th. 

A male American Wigeon was photographed in the company of 85 Eurasian Wigeon 

at Strath Farm TL south flood pool on 7th (Eddie Maguire).  Not found on later dates. 

The 4rd Kintyre record. 
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American Wigeon (male centre) Strath Farm TL 7th March 

 

 
Great Northern Diver in transition to breeding plumage 25th March 
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Two Northern Shoveler were on Kilmichael Farm floods (by Campbeltown) on 9th  

(Jim Dickson pers. comm.) and single adult Northern Gannet crossed 8km overland 

from Campbeltown Loch (Clyde) to Machrihanish Bay (Atlantic) on 12th and 21st. 

Max. counts  of Common Eider at MSBO was 77 on 6th and 107 on 19th.  The latter 

count  is the highest spring count here for six years but still down by around 50%. 

Counts of  Great Northern Diver included 9 on 5th, 14 on 11th and 24 on 18th.  Many 

were showing signs of attaining breeding plumage and their far-carrying, haunting 

calls, were heard more frequently from mid month. 

The following four photographs (taken on 28th) show a harassed Red-breasted 

Merganser about to lose its fish catch to a very determined Great Black-backed Gull. 
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There was a favourable conclusion for a beleaguered Eurasian Woodcock that was 

found indoors at the Mortonôs family home at Dalsmerran, Glenbreackerie (Nr 

Southend).  

ñOn Sunday, March 18th my family became aware that our Jack Russell was 

investigating something on an internal window sill outside the larder. 

It turned out to be a live Woodcock, a relatively common bird in the area (especially 

during winter 2017/2018).   

I managed to catch hold of it, assuming that it would have to be despatched humanely, 

but the bird seemed entirely unharmed.   

After about ten minutes, mostly spent examining the bird for puncture injuries or 

breaks, we went outside.   

The bird immediately flew off strongly to a wet area above the house where woodcock 

have occasionally been seen "roding" in low light. 

My family's assumption - in default of any other explanation - is that one of the cats 
brought the bird insideò (Brian Morton pers. comm.). 
 
Note - many birds (and small mammals) caught by cats often escape later, unscathed, 
if they óplay deadô at point of capture (Eddie Maguire).  
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Woodcock at Dalsmerran prior to release 18th March (Photo / Brian Morton)  

 

A Little Egret was seen near Tayinloan on 24th (Jim Dickson pers. comm.). 

On 7th, 3 Golden Eagle were soaring over an area south of Loch Lussa; However, 

they were mainly silhouetted and plumage detail (therefore ages) could not be 

established (Campbell Fox pers. comm.). 

There has been several sightings of Golden Eagle in this area in the recent past; 

could the area around Lussa Loch possibly be part of a new home range?  

Hen Harrier were showing well with males by MSBO on 5th, Westport Marsh on 7th, 

Machrihanish Dunes Golf Course on 12th (Gus McConnachie pers. comm.) and Loch 

Lussa on 24th (Dee Brodie et al / pers. comm.).  Female types were seen at East 

Chiscan TL on 9th (Jim Dickson pers. comm.) and Bleachfield TL on 12th 

(photographed).  See Suplementary Reports Hen Harriers at Bleachfield on page 

74. 

A Merlin was at Bleachfield TL on 11th. 

Twenty Ruddy Turnstone were at Campbeltown on 24th (Rab Morton pers. comm.) 

whilst at MSBO regular small numbers of Purple Sandpiper were present all month;  

max count was 9 on 19th.   

Common Ringed Plover males were singing/displaying from 5th then 10 >N with a 

few Dunlins on 15th.  

At Kilmichael Farm floods (by Campbeltown) on 9th there was 25 Northern Lapwing  

and 208 Golden Plover; also, a Common Greenshank was at Kennacraig (Jim 

Dickson pers. comm.). 



Machrihanish Seabird Observatory 2018 Report 
 

9 
 

 

 
Hen Harrier at Bleachfield 12th March 

 

A Black-tailed Godwit, still in winter plumage, was at Kilmichael Farm floods (by 

Campbeltown) on 9th and two Bar-tailed Godwit were at  Sound of Gigha on 24th (Jim 

Dickson pers. comm.). 

A Great Skua >N on 24th - the first this year and a loose flock of 140 adult Black-

legged Kittiwake >S on 23rd. 

The first few adult Lesser Black-backed Gull of the spring were by Drumlemble 

School on 7th.  At MSBO a total of 61 >N / 4hrs after rain stopped late morning on 15th.    

An adult Iceland Gull found at Campbeltown Harbour on 27th January was seen on 

10 dates during February and was was present on 5 dates 4th - 16th March. 

Two Sandwich Tern at Campbeltown Loch on 29th were the first in Kintyre this year 

(Rab Morton pers. comm.). 

A total of 820 Razorbill >S / 4hrs on 21st (drizzle / poor visibility).  Many ótrainsô, up to 

40 birds strong, were photographed and these revealed that the vast majority were in 

full breeding plumage (likely from RSPB Rathlin).   560 >S / 3hrs on 25th (NW f4).  

The first migrant to appear at MSBO this spring was a male White Wagtail on 22nd.  

Later, there was one on 26th and 2 on 28th. 

A male Backcap was at a Carradale garden feeding station early month (Margo 

Kennedy pers. comm.) and at a Southend garden feeding station Yellowhammer 

peaked at 7 on 24th (Roy / Susie Bennet pers. comm.). 
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April 2018 

 
On the doorstep!  Great Skua 26th April  

 

A single Pink-footed Goose was at Strath TL on 18th - 19th.  Common Shelduck 

counts included 18 on 4th, 8 in-off-sea on 14th, 12 >N on 14th and 9 >N on 15th.  Strath 

TL had 10 on 14th - 20th and 12 during 22nd - 26th. 

At Westport Marsh there was 63 Eurasian Teal and 22 Eurasian Wigeon on 27th,  3 

Northern Shoveler, including a male, on 3rd, a male and female Gadwall on 29th (Jim 

Dickson pers. comm.) and a Northern Shoveler was by MSBO on 16th. 

A flock of 10 Common Scoter >S on 29th. 

There was another highly pleasing count of 97 Common Eider on 4th.  Hopefully a 

good breeding season ahead too.   

Two Velvet Scoter were seen at Sound of Gigha on 8th (David Jardine / Argyll Bird 

Club website). 

Monitoring westerly overland passage of adults Northern Gannet is an ongoing 

MSBO Project.  During April, Charlie Robertson reported a total of 45 adults crossing 

8 km to the west over Kintyre from Campbeltown Loch (Clyde) to Machrihanish Bay 

(Atlantic) on 19 / 30 days of observation.   

The total crossing overland during March / April was 51.   
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Adult Northern Gannet MSBO 26th April 

 

A Great Crested Grebe was at the Sound of Gigha on 8th (David Jardine / Argyll Bird 

Club website) and a Black-throated Diver was at Southend on 10th ï 11th.  

Counts of Great Northern Diver off MSBO reached 27 on 4th including a group of 12 

with several almost in full breeding plumage.   

Three Manx Shearwater >S on 11th - the first seen this spring.    

A Little Egret was at Kennacraig on 18th (Argyll Bird Club website). 

A male Hen Harrier was over the golf course at Carradale on 4th (Alistair Paterson / 

Argyl Bird Club website), a female type was at Ormsary, Glenbreakerie; on 10th (Brian 

Morton pers. comm.) and males were at Bleachfield TL on 14th (David Haggarty pers. 

comm.) and Polliwilline (near Southend) on 21st (Brian Morton pers. comm.).   

A Sparrowhawk was displaying over Lossit Estate on 19th and a Merlin was at 

Dalnaspidal, Tangy on 9th (Brian Morton pers. comm.).  Three pairs of Lapwing were 

displaying at Westport Marsh on 27th.   

A flock of 40 Common Ringed Pover rested by MSBO on 6th and a local pair had a 

full clutch on 20th.   

Purple Sandpiper were very regular with a max of 10 on 13th and two Common 

Greenshank >N on 6th.  

A Bar-tailed Godwit appeared on 9th then a Black-tailed Godwit on 19th.   

The first Whimbrel of the year arrived on 6th.  Passage later included one on 17th, 5 

on 18th, 8 on 19th, 2 on 20th, 3 on 21st, 5 on 22nd, 2 on 23rd, 10 on 25th, 2 on 26th, 22 on 

27th, 11 on 28th, 25 on 29th and one on 30th. 
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Whimbrel 20th April 

 

A 3CY Iceland Gull >S offshore on 18th, a Great Skua >S on 26th and at Campbeltown 

Loch there was 3 Sandwich Tern on 2nd (Rab Morton pers. comm.) then a superb 

total of 48 there on 29th (Jim Dickson pers. comm,). 

Small numbers of Sandwich Tern were present at MSBO almost daily with a peak of  

11 on 19th. 

The first Common Cuckoo was heard on Ben Ghuillion, Campbeltown on 10th (Alec 

Wilson pers. comm.) then at Grogport (N of Carradale) on 13th (Jim Dickson pers. 

comm.) and at Campbeltown again on 17th (Rob Blackstock pers. comm.). 

Three Barn Swallow on 7th were the first at MSBO this year.  Passage N later included 

one on 8th, 5 on 9th,  8 on 11th, one on 12th, none 13th then daily in small numbers from 

16th.   
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Sandwich Tern off MSBO 

 

The first record of Sand Martin was one on 14th at Machrihanish Bay. 

A male Northern Wheatear on 7th was the first at MSBO this year.  A female appeared 

on 9th.  There was regular small numbers from 12th and a male was trapped/ringed on 

14th.    

A male óGreenlandô Wheatear was briefly by MSBO on 18th then 2 males (one 

photographed) on 25th and another 28th - 29th.  A striking óGreenlandô male was 

photographed at Strath TL on 20th.  

Passage of White Wagtail >N occurred on 19 dates with a peak of 32 on 19th.  Inland, 

at Strath floods TL there was 6 on 20th, 3 on 25th, 7 on 27th and 2 on 28th ï 29th. 

There was a good presence of  Eurasian Magpie with singles at Stewarton village TL 

on 1st (Davie Reid pers. comm.), Campbeltown at many locations around the town 3rd 

- 14th (Bob Middleton / Douglas Campbell / George Shields / Gerald Boylan pers. 

comm.). One was at Carradale on 24th March and was joined by another on 4th (Alistair 
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Paterson / Argyll Bird Club website).  The Magpie is mainly a scarce spring passage 

visitor that recently attempted to breed in Campbeltown.   

A likely source of these migrants is Co Antrim to the west (the nearest large breeding 

population).  Neville McKee (Copeland Bird Observatory / N Ireland) has reported 

many migrant Magpies leaving the island over many years, and heading out over the 

North Channel for Dumfries and Galloway.  However, there is a far shorter sea 

crossing to the Scottish mainland from around the Ballycastle area at the NE point of 

N Ireland to the Mull of Kintyre (12 miles) and birds seen in spring here, over many 

years (including at Mull of Kintyre), are considered to have originated from Co Antrim 

(Eddie Maguire ï a personal belief based on many records over the past 45 years).  

See www. Magpies in Argyll (by Paul Daw).  

A Cirl Bunting was seen at Port Righ, Carradale; this was a cautious identification by 

a competent birdwatcher of a male at garden feeders on 11th (Alistair Patterson / Jim 

Dickson pers. comm.).  A search of the area 12th ï 13th proved negative. 

óA pretty rare find in Scotland and a first for Argyll if record is accepted by Scottish 

Birds Records Committeeô (Jim Dickson, Argyll Recorder pers. comm.). 

Yellowhammer were reported from three widely separated localities and all at garden 

feeding stations.  Campbeltown; 4 including a male at Davaar Avenue on 10th (Graham 

/ Esther Thompson pers. comm.).  Southend; 8 on 3rd.  One was found dead below 

window on 9th (Roy / Susie Bennet pers. comm.).  Carradale; 2 regular at Port Righ 

(Jim Dickson pers. comm.).  

 
      Male Northern Wheatear 20th April / compare with male óGreenlandô race below 
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Male Northern Wheatear; óGreenlandô race Strath TL 20th April 

 

May 2018 

 

Whimbrel on passage 25th May 
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There was a good May showing of Whooper Swan with 2 at Drumlemble TL 1st ï 5th 

and one at Strath TL 1st ï 5th.   Unusually, there were two late records at MSBO - an 

adult arrived offshore mid-morning on 28th and then 2 adults >N on 29th. 

The first brood of Common Shelduck was b/10 on 30th and Common Eider produced 

a b/1 on 23rd  then a b/2 appeared on 30th. 

Monitoring westerly overland passage of adults Northern Gannet - an ongoing MSBO 

Project...  

During May, Charlie Robertson (MSBO assistant warden) reported a total of 78 adults 

crossing west over Kintyre on 24 / 31 days of observation.  

During March ï May, 129 adults crossed the peninsula on 45 / 92 days of observation.   

A male Hen Harrier was near the north end of Gigha on 4th (Alistair Anderson pers. 

comm.) and a male was seen at Torrisdale Castle Estate on 13th. 

A pair of Merlin appeared to be holding territory at Ballygrogan, just south of MSBO;  

both were seen hunting migrants offshore on several dates 10th ï 22nd (has bred 

successfully in this upland habitat in the past). 

Wader passage included peaks of 60 Dunlin on 22nd, 40 Sanderling on 30th and 22 

Ruddy Turnstone on 20th.  A Bar-tailed Godwit arrived on 19th.  Whimbrel passage 

numbers peaked early in the month with 30+ on 4th and 43 >N on 5th.  Small numbers 

appeared on 12 dates later to 30th (1). 

 

 
Sanderlings in various stages of transition / on passage 30th May 
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Ruddy Turnstone in breeding plumage 20th May 

 

 
Whimbrel 25th May 

 

A 2CY Mediterranean Gull was photographed on 22nd. 
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2CY Mediterranean Gull MSBO 22nd May 

 

Sandwich Tern were present almost daily with a peak of 16 on 5th.   

 

Sandwich Tern 10th May 
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Four Common Swift arrived over Campbeltown on 8th.  These were the first arrivals 

in Argyll (Jim Dickson / Argyll Recorder pers. comm.). 

White Wagtail was rather scarce this month with none 1st ï 9th and later there was 

only a total of 8 birds on 4 dates. What happened to the May passage?  Although 

apparently a poor showing the overall numbers seen this spring were still close to the 

total numbers seen during April / May for most years 2014 ï 2018.   

Table1. 

Cumulative daily totals of White Wagtails on passage at MSBO during April / May 

2014 ï 2018. 
 

Year April May Totals 

2014 91+ on 24 dates 32+ on 24 dates 123 

2015 90+ on 28 dates 44 on 14 dates 134 

2016 64+ on 20 dates 45+ on 19 dates 109 

2017 133 on 21 dates 102 on 14 dates 235 

2018 121 on 21 dates 8 on 4 dates 129 

 

 

White Wagtail 20th May 

 

The Eurasian Magpie was regular by Stronvar Bowling Club, Campbeltown all month 

(Bob Middleton et al  pers. comm.).  
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Common Linnet MSBO 6th May 

 

June 2018 

 

Sub-adult Northern Gannet foraging off MSBO 16th June 
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Common Shelduck broods  just hatched included b/6 on 5th, b/3 on 7th, b/7 on 13th 

and a b/1 + a b/3 on 15th.  Note; the b/10 that hatched on 30th May did very well indeed; 

the brood was seen many times up to 26th June and all had managed to survive.  

 

Table 2. 

Common Shelduck productivity at Machrihanish during May / June 2016 ï 2018. 

 

Year No. broods No. ducklings Mean brood size 

2018 6 30 6 

2017 8 55 6.7 

2016 6 37 6.1 

 

The topmost duckling productivity at Machrihanish occurred in 2010 when 75 (9 
broods) hatched during April /June.  On 9th June that year, a pair in charge of a 
remarkable assembly of 19 tiny ducklings (just hatched) appeared (apparently several 
females often dump eggs in a single nest).  Excluding the crèche pair the average 
brood size in 2010 was 7 (8 broods / 56 ducklings). 
 

Broods of Common Eider just hatched included b/5 on 2nd, b/2 on 7th, b/6 on 10th, b/4 

on 13th and b/3 on 26th.    

On 15th, 7 females with a creche of 10 very small ducklings appeared by MSBO.  The 

largest ducklings (4) were probaby the b/4 from 13th so are omitted from the table 

below.  When the broods split up the smaller ducklings looked good for b/3s; these 

were added to the no. of broods in the table below.   

 

Table 3.   

 

Common Eider productivity at Machrihanish during May / June 2016 ï 2018. 

 

Year No. broods No. ducklings Mean brood size 

2018 8 25 3.1 

2017 6 23 3.5 

2016 10 35 3.5 
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 Common Eider MSBO 20th June 

 

Two eclipse male Gadwall arrived on 29th and were still present on 30th ï a rare 

mainland summer occurrence. 

 

Gadwall: eclipse male 29th June 

 


