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Machrihanish SeaBird Observatory  

SW Kintyre Argyll PA28 6PZ 

 

Founded 11th September 1993 

2019 Report 

 
Enduring first-rate vantage point 

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

Photo / Stuart Andrew (Kintyre Photography) 

 

 

Cover photographs ï adult Kumlienôs Gull and male Velvet Scoters. 

Unless stated, photographs in this report were taken by Eddie Maguire. 
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Introduction... 

 

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

season and documents the main ornithological events recorded at the Machrihanish 

Seabird Observatory (MSBO) during the year.   

 

This year a slightly different format is being employed for the report; there are no 

complete monthly reports.  This summary is confined to presenting all outstanding 

ornithological events that occurred during each of the months under review and is 

accompanied by around 90 photographs.   
For inclusive monthly reports see Systematic Lists in 2019 Monthly Reports on 

MSBO website - machrihanishbirdobservatory.org.uk 

All MSBO records are stored monthly on the Argyll Bird Club database. 

 

Scarce / rare visitors 2019... 

Systematic seawatching from 1st March to November ultimately produced some 

sightings of rare, scarce / unusual species and many truly outstanding totals of the 

visible migration of numerous shorebird species along with other interesting visitors.   

 

Spring... 

The weather patterns that normally provide a decent window for quality seawatching 

by conveying large numbers of seabirds, including scarce / rare species, within sight 

of the shore were few and far between this year.  Exceptions in spring included a 

single Leachôs Petrel on 12th March, a fly-by adult Kumlienôs Gull >S on 20th March 

(the 4th MSBO record) and a summer-plumaged Grey Phalarope that was found on 

26th May deftly nipping in and out of the troughs, in a WNW gale event as it fled 

south ï the first spring record of this species at MSBO and only the second April / 

May record for Argyll. 

 
Autumn... 
In general, autumn 2019 was depressing for land-based seawatchers with rather low 
numbers of Great and Arctic Skuas, minimal numbers of Manx Shearwaters and 
Black-legged Kittiwakes and also a dearth of the large auks. 
The second record of Leachôs Petrel this year involved a single >S at 11:30hrs on 
4th September during a NW f6-7 gale event.  
Another NW gale event / squalls on 11th November failed to produce any movements 

of common seabirds; for example, there were no Black-legged Kittiwakes and no 

large auks. Nevertheless, the 5hr seawatch did produce several quality moments 

with the sudden appearance of 2 Little Auks >S at 11:10hrs followed by the second 

Grey Phalarope of the year >S at 11:26hrs.  Both these species appeared after a 

particularly vicious squall. 

 

 

Hopefully a much better showing of scarce / rare seabirds and other species in 2020.  
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MSBO Monthly Highlights 2019 

 

March... 

Seawatching this month was pretty much just that, with no real movements of 

anything, although there was a very rare monthly appearance of Leachôs Petrel on 

12th during a gale event (Storm Gareth). 

 

 A remarkable fly-by on 20th was a fly-by adult Kumlienôs Gull that >S at 13:35hrs 

(photographed).  

This is a subspecies of Iceland Gull from the Arctic region of NE Canada and was 

the 4th MSBO record.   

 

 

 

 

 

 
Kumlienôs Gull - a fly-by adult >S at 13:35hrs / 20th March 

The 4th MSBO record 
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Purple Sandpiper - dodging the waves at MSBO 14th March 

This photo was designated notable in óPhoto of the Weekô 13th-19th March at ...             

www.birdguides.com 

 
             Black-legged Kittiwake - battling a gale event off MSBO 15th March 
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Twite - Colour ringed  male óH52ô at MSBO 1st March  

 

The ringed male Twite was photographed at MSBO feeding station on 1st and was 

present on territory / singing continually all month.  This individual was ringed at 

MSBO on 30th April 2018. (Clyde Ringing Group / UK Twite Study Project).   

The alpha/numeric code H52 on the green colour ring (see photo) confirms the BTO 

metal ring number as L974705. 

 

 

April... 

 

Migrant arrival dates... 
First arrival dates for migrants included Northern Wheatear (2nd), Manx Shearwater 

(6th), Common Greenshank (6th), Barn Swallow (6th), Sand Martin (7th), House 

Martin (9th), Great Skua (14th), Common Sandpiper (16th), Common Cuckoo 

(16th), Brent Goose (18th), Sedge Warbler (22nd), Arctic Tern (30th) and Blackcap 

(30th). 

 

Rarities reported in S Kintyre Included a Little Egret (2nd) at Peninver, a male Black 

Redstart (17th) on the outskirts of Campbeltown, a Eurasian Magpie (11th) in 

Campbeltown and a female Hawfinch (19th) photographed on a garden feeder in 

Bellochantuy. 
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Pale-breasted Brent Goose ï migrant at MSBO 19th April  

 

A pair of Northern Shoveler loafing by MSBO on 12th were then present 

intermittingly to the morning of 19th when they finally disappeared >S. 

An occasional spring / autumn passage visitor to MSBO / has bred at Westport 

Marsh (now drained) in recent years.  

 
Northern Shoveler - (male) 12th April 
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Northerly passage of Whimbrel was modest with 12 >N on 16th - the second record 

this year.  One on 17th, 18 on 18th (flocks 11 and 5 + 2 singles), 8 on 19th, 2 on 20th, 2 

on 22nd, none on 23rd / 24th, 6 on 25th, 2 on 26th, 5 on 27th, 7 on 29th and 18 on 30th ( 

flocks 11 and 7)  

Summary of April passage at MSBO; a total of 81 >N on 11 dates. 

 
Whimbrel - A migrant arriving at MSBO 22nd April 

 

A Great Skua was successfully óprocuringô food from Great Black-backed Gulls 

and a Northern Gannet that were attending a lobster fishing boat on 14th - the first 

record this year. 

Visible migration of White Wagtail was excellent; all movements were in a northerly 

direction with two on 5th, one on 6th, 2 on 9th, singles on 10th - 11th, 3 on 13th, one on 

14th, 3 on 16th, 10 on 17th, 20+ on 18th (high pressure), 25+ on 19th, 14 on 20th.   

There was a superb passage on 21st: birds were arriving from the south all morning 

in calm / sunny conditions with some resting / foraging briefly on the point before 

flying out to the N over the sea although many were going straight through.  The 

visible migration total for this species on 21st was 112 >N / 5hrs from 09:00hrs.   

Later there was a protracted northward daily turnover with birds arriving intermittingly 

on the point then leaving soon after for the N as described above; 33 on 22nd, 7 on 

23rd, 67 / 6hrs on 24th, 80 / 6hrs on 25th, 28 on 26th, 17 on 27th, 29 on 28th, 22 on 29th 

and 12 on 30th. 

Summary of the visible migration during April at MSBO; a total of 490 >N on 22 / 30 

dates.  Peaks = 112 / 5hrs on 21st and 80 / 6hrs on 25th. 
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White Wagtail - >N 26th April 

 

Greenland Wheatear   

A beautiful male was photographed on 28th.  This sub-species is a spring / autumn 

passage visitor usually in very small numbers.  Probably under-recorded. 

 
A leggy / bold-looking male Greenland Wheatear 28th April 

Note that the bird is watching a fly just in front / above of its head! 

 



Machrihanish SeaBird Observatory Report 2019 / Compiled by Eddie Maguire 

10 
 

May... 

 

Early May was dominated by cold northerly winds then high pressure arrived mid-

month creating a rather hazy seascape; the north wind persisted and conditions 

resulted in a dearth of birds over the sea for most of the month.  However, a WNW 

force 5 - 6 on 26th provided a decent window for quality seawatching when it 

delivered a breeding-plumaged Grey Phalarope and the first Arctic Skua of the 

year within sight of the shore. 

Gannets crossing overland in S Kintyre...  

Surveillance of Northern Gannets crossing 8km overland to the west from 

Campbeltown Harbour to Machrihanish Bay was maintained..  This unique MSBO 

Project continued through to mid-October (see Summary of MSBO Northern 

Gannet Overland Project 2017 ï 2019 on page 59 of this report). 

 
Northern Gannets ï adults >S off MSBO 26th May 

En-route for colony ï note full crops and stomachs 

 

A Common Crane was photographed near East Backs cottage on the Moss Rd (by 

Campbeltown Airport) on 4th (Jim Dickson / Argyll Recorder pers. comm.). 

The first two Argyll records of this species were in Kintyre.  One was at West Loch 

Tarbert during 10th ï 28th May 1966 and the other, or same, was at Rosehill Farm, 

Glenbarr from 19th December 1966 to 19th March 1967 (Birds of Argyll / ap 

Rheinallt et al 2007).   

The Grey Phalarope in breeding plumage was seen some 300m offshore at 

14:20hrs on 26th in a WNW force 5 - 6 / squalls; however, it was staying mainly in the 
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deep troughs and, when relocated several times over the crests, the jizz (slow rolling 

flight) and breeding plumage were seen well; hence other name Red Phalarope. 

The first ever spring record at MSBO and only the second spring occurrence (April / 

May) for Argyll (Jim Dickson / Argyll SOC Recorder pers. comm.).  

Ruddy Turnstones were scarce with only singles on 3 dates 2nd - 24th. 

 
Ruddy Turnstone ï in breeding plumage MSBO 19th May 

 
Whimbrel - MSBO 2nd May  
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Whimbrel passage continued with peaks of 23 on 1st followed by a flock of 44 on  

7th.  A Ruff was photographed on 15th.  This species is an irregular spring passage 

visitor more frequently seen during autumn and usually in small numbers. 

 
Ruff - MSBO 15th May  

 

 A pale phase adult Arctic Skua >S on 26th  (WNW f5-6); the first logged at MSBO 

this year.  A dark phase adult >N on 30th.  

 

Arctic Skua ï adult >S MSBO 26th May  
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A loose flock of 38 Sandwich Tern was ashore at Machrihanish village on 1st.  

present daily all month with peak later of 14 on 6th. 

 
Sandwich Tern - MSBO 12th May / note ring on right leg 

 
 

White Wagtail - MSBO 6th May 
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Northerly passage of White Wagtail continued with 18 on 1st.  Peak count later was 

40 on 7th.  Following a most impressive visible migration during April (490 >N on 22 / 

30 dates) numbers on passage this month fell dramatically to only 111 >N on 16 / 31 

dates. 

 
       Eurasian Oystercatcher ï this clutch was 8m from MSBO window / 30th May 

 

 

 

 

June... 

 

Common Shelduck broods included a b/3 just hatched on 1st followed by b/6 on 
16th. 
Table 1.   

Shelduck productivity at Machrihanish during May / June 2016 ï 2019. 

 

Year No. broods No. ducklings Mean brood size 

2019 3 19 6.3 

2018 6 30 6 

2017 8 55 6.7 

2016 6 37 6.1 
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Common Shelduck ï female MSBO 26th June 

 

 
Velvet Scoters ï some of a scattered flock (all males) >S / 2nd June 
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Velvet Scoter ï female >S off MSBO 2nd June 

 

An exceptional flock of 21 Velvet Scoter >S off MSBO at 11:25hrs on 2nd June.  The 
birds were well-scattered, small loose groups at varying distances from the shore 
(200m+); the total comprised 16 males / 5 females. 
This is largest number seen in Argyll since the 1970ôs (Eddie Maguire pers. obs. / 

Birds of Argyll; ap Rheinallt et al 2007).  

 
The first broods of Common Eider just hatched included b/4 & b/3 on 2nd.  This was 
followed by b/1 and b/5 on 6th, b/4 on 14th and b/1 on 26th.  
 

Table 2 

Common Eider productivity at Machrihanish during May / June 2016 ï 2019. 

 
 

Year No. broods No. ducklings Mean brood size 

2019 6 18 3 

2018 8 25 3.1 

2017 6 23 3.8 

2016 10 35 3.5 

 

Two Ruddy Turnstone arrived on 17th and two fresh-plumaged Whimbrel  were on 

the shore on 23rd  - 28th. 

Both species are scarce but not surprising mid-summer occurrences.  

 

A late migrant White Wagtail was seen on 1st. 

 


