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Corncrake and Phalaropes 
 

30th May – 4th June  
 

 

 

 

Summary:  The weather was generally kind to us during the week with some lovely warm 

days making life in the field a pleasant experience. All the usual birds and mammals were 

found during the week with great views of Red-necked Phalarope, which we saw virtually 

every day and some great views of Corncrake which included two pairs mating! Three 

species of diver were seen including 4 summer plumage Black-throated Divers on the first 

day. We had daily sightings of Golden Eagle and Hen Harrier as well as excellent views of a 

Peregrine overhead; with White-tailed Eagles seen on each of the last three days. Surprise 

species included a summer plumage Slavonian Grebe, a Common Crane; views of a calling 

Quail and of course the Paible, Black-billed Cuckoo which disappeared not long after we had 

seen it. In all we had an excellent and very successful tour. 
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Leader: Steve Duffield 

 

Participants: Neil and Julia Pont, Leslie Fisher, Patrick Wagstaff, Angus Beveridge (for 3 

days) and Richard Barras (for 4 days) 

 

 

Daily Dairy:  

 

30th May: 

Weather: It was sunny and bright for the majority of the day with a moderate northerly wind 

 

Richard was the first person to be picked up from Temple View at 08:30 before we headed 

south to meet Angus, Les and Patrick in Benbecula; picking up 2 Short-eared Owl on route. 

Our first site was Loch Mor in west Benbecula where we soon spotted Twite, Linnet, a family 

of Ravens, Buzzard and a distant Short-eared Owl. We also found our target bird – Red-

necked Phalarope with at least 5 individuals seen. 3 of the phalaropes showed very well with 

one female coming to the nearest pool by the roadside allowing us some superb views. We 

also got a bonus with 2 male Ruff lekking, as well as more usual fare in the form of Dunlin, 

Curlew, Redshank, Snipe, Wigeon and Teal. From here we headed north to meet Neil and 

Julia off the Uig – Lochmaddy ferry, with a male Hen Harrier showing at Griminish on the 

way. 4 Red-throated Divers were visible in Lochmaddy Bay whilst 2 Golden Eagles circled 

over the hills to the south as the ferry drew in. Once we had Neil and Julia on board we 

headed off around the north end of the island, pausing at Sponish to watch a perched 

Cuckoo before a Sparrowhawk flew in to the same group of trees and scared the it off. We 

spotted another male Hen Harrier from the road and had a couple of Kestrels at Clachan 

before we settled down at Clachan Sands to enjoy our packed lunch.  

 

The birds didn’t stop for lunch though and 4 Black-throated Divers and a more distant Great 

Northern Diver were easily visible from our picnic bench. 3 Little Terns busied themselves 

along the shore whilst 2 Golden Eagles were seen circling over the hills to the east. After 

lunch we made our way back to the main road where we found a Whimbrel, Cuckoo and a 

Stonechat feeding young close to the road south. We continued our circuit of North Uist 

picking up a Spotted Flycatcher in the plantation near Ahmore and a Greenshank at 

Claddach Vallay. At Griminish Pier we found Common, Arctic and Little Terns as well as 

Red-breasted Mergansers, Gannets, Eider and a flock of Bar-tailed Godwits. 3 Whooper 

Swans were at Scolpaig whilst at Hougharry some of the group managed brief views of a 

Corncrake in flight before it dropped into an area of long grass.  
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We stopped to scan Loch nam Feithean where a couple of Whooper Swans were spotted in 

mid-courtship display as they bobbed their heads and hooted at each other. A male Ruff flew 

in towards the near bank and was lost from view whilst Little Grebe, Tufted Duck and Sand 

Martins were also seen around the loch. From here we headed south, stopping by Loch 

Sandary where we managed to get distant views of the Black-billed Cuckoo that had just 

spent the last week feeding in gardens along the main road nearby. It showed for a while as 

it fed in the open and perched on the fence before it took flight, heading towards the loch but 

was lost from view behind a house. This quite incredible occurrence was the first ever Black-

billed Cuckoo to be seen in the UK in spring and we were lucky to catch it before its 

departure. Reed Bunting and Sedge Warbler were found in the bushes that we thought the 

cuckoo had dived into but there was no further sign of the BBC that afternoon. We finally 

took a quick look for the phalaropes which were not on view so we headed for the 

guesthouses before enjoying an evening meal at the Stepping Stones Restaurant after an 

eventful day. 

  

 

31st May:  

Weather: A moderate north-easterly wind was blowing with cloud in the morning, becoming 

clearer with sunny spells in the afternoon. 

 

After picking everyone up this morning we paused at Stinky Bay where a pale-bellied Brent 

Goose was feeding, along with Dunlin, Sanderling, Turnstones and Ringed Plover. At nearby 

Loch Mor a female Hen Harrier flew through whilst in the distance a Short-eared Owl and a 

Peregrine were visible over the moor, looking towards Balivanich. Steve had a Red-necked 
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Phalarope but it disappeared before others managed to get onto it. Other birds present 

included Shoveler, Gadwall, Teal and Curlew whilst a Moorhen was on Loch Fada. Nearby 

Coot Loch held the usual array of waterfowl including Coot, Shoveler, Gadwall and Wigeon. 

We continued onto South Uist towards Loch Eynort, via Howmore where we picked up 4 

Black-tailed Godwits. Once at North Loch Eynort we took a walk through Archie’s garden 

onto a viewing area where we scanned the tidal loch and surrounding hills for any signs of 

life. The trees held a selection of passerines including a female Blackcap, a Spotted 

Flycatcher, Goldcrest, Willow Warbler, Redpoll, Greenfinch and Goldfinch whilst the loch 

held Black Guillemot and a couple of Red-throated Divers. It was fairly quiet raptor wise 

although we did see a distant Golden Eagle over the hills to the east before we returned to 

the van for lunch.  

 

    

 

In the afternoon we headed back towards the west coast and called in at Stoneybridge 

where we heard a Corncrake, although it only called occasionally and couldn’t be located. 

On the shore we found Sanderling and Dunlin in reasonable numbers whilst 2 dark-phase 

Arctic Skuas flew north. We continued north ourselves picking up 2 Golden Plover by the 

main road at Loch Druidibeg before we called in at Loch Bee. The water level was low here 

although we hadn’t seen much when a small wader flew off high, calling. Unfortunately for us 

it disappeared into the distance but was likely to have been a Temminck’s Stint from the 

flight and call heard. A Peregrine Falcon came over carrying prey and circled above us, 

before drifting east. We then headed for the Range where we spotted a couple of Whimbrel 

as we made our way to Ardivachar. Sanderling and Dunlin were feeding along the shoreline 

here and we heard another Corncrake which also remained stubbornly hidden before we 

moved on to Ardkenneth at the north-west end of Loch Bee. Here we managed to spot a few 
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Wigeon and Teal as well as plenty of Greylag Geese whilst a couple of Linnets were feeding 

behind the church. Finally we called in at Loch Mor where a male Red-necked Phalarope 

showed well on the roadside pool before disappearing into the vegetation. 

 

We returned to the guesthouses before heading out for our evening meal. 

 

1st June: 

Weather: Generally sunny and warm although much chillier in the north-easterly wind which 

increased from moderate to strong during the day. 

 

We headed to North Uist this morning and for Balranald, stopping on route to admire a lovely 

Short-eared Owl that was hunting by the road near Bayhead. Once at Balranald we headed 

out to the coast and the headland of Aird an Runair. The track crosses the machair and one 

of the last areas to find Corn Bunting in the Outer Hebrides; which we duly did when we got 

great views of a singing bird posing on a piece of barbed wire. Off-shore we picked up a few 

seabirds including a Guillemot, 3 Razorbills, Gannets, Fulmar and a Red-throated Diver 

flying south. A Ringed Plover was running around the rocks with a couple of small chicks 

whilst on the shore we found Dunlin and Turnstones. A male Hen Harrier also made a low 

pass along the coast before we headed back inland. Back at the visitor centre we managed 

to scope a calling Corncrake on the far side of the marsh although we all got much better 

views of a pair by the first junction that were seen heading off together through the short 

grass; occasionally pausing to look back at us. Shovelers and 2 Whooper Swans were on 

Loch nam Feithean, which we passed on our way to the coast at Kyles Paible to enjoy our 

lunch. 

 

3 Twite feeding in the dunes and 4 Little Terns fishing off-shore kept us entertained during 

the break and until we were ready to leave, fully recharged. After lunch we drove around the 

Paible circular and Loch Sandary where we spotted a Sedge Warbler singing from the reeds 

and got excellent views of a female Hen Harrier nearby. We headed east in the hope of 

picking up an eagle or two and before long struck lucky when Patrick spotted an eagle over 

the road ahead. We slammed on, pulling into a passing place and got superb views of an 

adult Golden Eagle that was causing pandemonium amongst the local gulls. It circled around 

for about 5 – 10 minutes before it drifted off back towards the hills. We continued and took 

the road to Loch Euphort, parking at the end so we could scan the loch and hills. 2 Golden 

Eagles showed well along the north side of the loch as they hunted low over the moorland 

before our attention was drawn to a couple of Otters amongst the rocks below us.  
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One quickly disappeared whilst the other swam out towards the middle of the loch to fish. 

We also noted lots of Red Deer on either side of the loch as we headed back to the main 

road and south via a circular tour of Grimsay. We picked up plenty of Wheatears as we 

drove around the small island but little else so we continued on to Loch Mor where we got 

good views of a pair of Red-necked Phalaropes.  

 

After dinner we went out again in the evening to see if we could connect with a couple of 

Corncrakes. As luck would have it at Eochar we located a calling male not far from the road 

that was obviously pretty excitable. Shortly afterwards we discovered why when a female 

came into view and the pair proceeded to mate. A little later both birds approached even 

closer, creeping through the grass until disappearing into thicker vegetation and rounding off 

a great day. 
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2nd June: 

Weather: A brisk north-easterly wind was blowing today with cloudy conditions in the 

morning breaking to become mostly sunny and bright. 

 

We headed straight for Loch Eynort this morning and started with views of a male and 

female Hen Harrier once we’d turned off the main road in South Uist. A Spotted Flycatcher 

and Blackcap were singing from the wooded garden, a Redpoll was displaying and Goldfinch 

appeared to be on territory. Red-throated Divers and Arctic Terns were feeding in the tidal 

loch, whilst Grey Herons were scattered around the shore and the conifers where they nest.  

Birds of prey seen included an adult White-tailed Eagle, Buzzard and a female Hen Harrier 

as well as a Short-eared Owl that was flushed from the young trees during our walk. The 

loch was full of Harbour Seals as usual whilst on the way back we were lucky to spot an 

Otter on the rocks in the distance. Returning to the bus we headed to the west coast and 

took a look at Rubha Ardvule where we found a Great Northern Diver, 4 Whimbrel, Ravens 

and a close dark-phase Arctic Skua as well as both Harbour and Grey Seals. We moved on 

to Druidibeg where we had our lunch near the plantation picking up a Cuckoo, Willow 

Warbler, Sparrowhawk and Buzzard. 

 

After lunch we took a quick look at the southern end of Loch Bee before heading to 

Balivanich and saying our goodbyes to Richard who was catching a flight back to Glasgow in 

the afternoon. Nearby Stinky Bay produced some great views of a male (red) Ruff that was 

feeding on the seaweed as well as Turnstone, Ringed Plover, Sanderling, Dunlin and a Little 

Tern. 2 Great Northern Divers were also found on the sea here before we moved on to 

Peter’s Port. A few more Harbour Seals were hanging around the sheltered harbour as were 

a couple of Common Terns. Rock Pipit is pretty much guaranteed here and sure enough we 

found a couple of these and Twite before we returned to Loch Mor where we got views of 2 

female and a male Red-necked Phalarope as well as a male Hen Harrier to round off 

another good day. 

 

3rd June: 

Weather: Light to moderate north-easterly winds were blowing throughout the day although it 

was warm and sunny. 

 

Our first stop today saw us walking onto Borve machair where we managed to spot the 

Common Crane that had been reported the previous day. It wasn’t close although it also 

wasn’t there for long as it took flight with a couple of Oystercatchers in hot pursuit, 

disappearing inland. On the shore we found a couple of Shelduck with ducklings and a 
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summer plumage Great Northern Diver on the sea. Ringed Plover were along the beach and 

we also picked up plenty of Skylarks and a female Hen Harrier on our walk around the point. 

From here we had a look around the South Ford and North Bay although it was pretty quiet 

with Sanderling and Dunlin at Balgarva and a couple of Wigeon on Loch Bee. We decided to 

head north and parked on the Committee Road to have lunch. A couple of Cuckoos were in 

the plantation behind the car park and a distant White-tailed Eagle was seen circling to the 

north. After lunch we also headed north along the road pausing again to scan the plantation 

and moors. In the end we spotted a total of around 5 Hen Harriers, a distant Golden Eagle, 2 

calling Cuckoos, Stonechat and a couple of Wood Pigeons.  

 

     

 

We left the Committee Road and called in at Griminish Pier where we got great scope views 

of a summer plumage Slavonian Grebe (a very rare bird here at this time of year), Red-

breasted Merganser, Common Tern, Little Tern, Sedge Warbler, Swallows, Sand Martins 

and a Cuckoo perched on a pile of lobster pots where it was being mobbed by Meadow 

Pipits. We returned to the main road and headed for Balranald, spotting 3 Whooper Swans 

on Loch Scolpaig on route. We stopped at the junction before the visitor centre at Balranald 

where a group of people were watching Corncrakes. There were 3 birds showing, including a 

male that began arching its wings in a display to a second bird and incredibly led to our 

second chance to witness a pair mating within just a couple of days. A Quail started calling 

as we were marvelling at the Corncrakes and as luck would have it he came in to view. We 

even managed to scope him as he bobbed his head and called amongst a shorter area of 

grass, providing a rare opportunity to study this elusive species on the ground. A 

Sparrowhawk also belted past but was a minor distraction to the events taking place at the 
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roadside. We eventually left the birds to their own thing and headed back to Benbecula to 

enjoy another evening meal in the Stepping Stones after another very successful day. 

  

4th June:  

Weather: Light north-easterly winds, high cloud, warm with sunny spells. 

 

Stinky Bay was our first port of call today and provided views of Sanderling, Turnstones, 

Dunlin and a single Knot, as well as several Eiders and a drumming Snipe. At nearby Loch 

Mor we got good views of 5 phalaropes including 2 pairs mating; plus Shoveler, Arctic Terns 

and more Snipe. From here we headed north, stopping briefly to check the moth trap in 

Carinish where the highlight was a Poplar Hawkmoth. We continued to Langass where we 

spotted a Whitethroat singing from the telephone wires on the approach before we took a 

walk to the standing stones. We continued north to Berneray where we had our lunch at the 

north end overlooking the sands at Rushgarry. Little Tern and Arctic Tern fed off-shore and 

we also managed to spot 4 Great Northern Divers (2 of which were in summer plumage), 

Razorbill, Gannet and Ringed Plover before we took a walk to the north-west coast. In the 

distance a Golden Eagle was visible over the island of Pabbay making at least one sighting 

a day for this superb species during the week. We said our goodbyes to Patrick and took 

Julia and Neil to the ferry in Lochmaddy where we finally scoped an adult White-tailed Eagle 

perched on a distant hill to the south of the pier, finishing our tour in style.  
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Species List: 
 
Red-throated Diver  Seen daily in small numbers  
 
Black-throated Diver   Four were seen at Clachan Sands, 30th  
   
Great Northern Diver  Small numbers seen almost every day of the trip 
 
Little Grebe   Fairly common 
 
Slavonian Grebe  A summer plumage bird was near Griminish Pier, 3rd  
 
Fulmar    Small numbers seen off-shore on 3 dates 
 
Gannet   Common offshore 
 
Cormorant   Common 
 
Grey Heron   Common with birds breeding at Loch Eynort 
 
Mute Swan   Common 
 
Whooper Swan  Seen virtually every day 
  
Greylag Goose  Common and widespread 
 
Brent Goose   Pale-bellied birds were seen on 31st May and 1st June 
 
Barnacle Goose  One was seen on Vallay Island, 30th  
  
Shelduck   Common 
 
Mallard   Common 
 
Gadwall   Seen on two dates in small numbers 
 
Shoveler   Fairly common and seen daily 
 
Wigeon   Seen daily in small numbers 
 
Teal    Seen virtually every day in small numbers 
 
Tufted Duck   A common breeding species 
 
Eider    Common 
 
Red-breasted Merganser Seen every day in small numbers 
 
White-tailed Eagle  Noted on 3 dates  
 
Golden Eagle   Seen every day of the tour 
 
Hen Harrier   Seen daily and in good numbers 
 
Buzzard   Common 
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Sparrowhawk   Noted on 3 dates during the week  
 
Kestrel    Seen on three days  
 
Peregrine Falcon  3 were seen on 31st  
 
Quail    1 was seen calling at Balranald, 3rd June 
 
Corncrake    Seen well on 3 days and heard on others 
 
Moorhen   Seen on Loch a’ Roe 
 
Coot    Only seen on ‘Coot Loch’ 
 
Common Crane  Seen on the machair near Borve before it flew inland, 3rd  
 
Oystercatcher   Very common 
 
Ringed Plover   Common 
 
Golden Plover   Seen on 31st  
   
Lapwing   Common 
 
Sanderling   Seen on every day of the tour 
 
Turnstone   Small numbers seen every day 
 
Dunlin    Common passage migrant and breeder 
 
Common Sandpiper  Noted on 30th  
 
Redshank   Very common 
 
Greenshank   Seen on 30th  
  
Black-tailed Godwits  4 were seen on 31st  
 
Bar-tailed Godwit  Small numbers were seen on 2 dates 
 
Ruff 3 males were seen on 30th May and another male on 2nd June 
 
Curlew    Fairly common and seen most days 
 
Whimbrel   Seen on 3 dates with 4 on 2nd  
 
Snipe    Common and regularly seen displaying 
 
Red-necked Phalarope Seen virtually every day with up to 5 birds noted at same time 
 
Arctic Skua   Seen on 4 dates 
 
Great Skua   Seen on 3 days  
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Black-headed Gull  Common 
 
Common Gull   Very common 
 
Herring Gull   Common 
 
Lesser Black-backed Gull  Fairly common 
 
Great Black-backed Gull Common 
 
Little Tern   Fairly common 
 
Common Tern   Common 
 
Arctic Tern   The commonest tern and seen every day 
 
Black Guillemot  Seen on two dates 
Guillemot   1 was seen off Balranald, 1st June 
 
Razorbill   3 were seen off-shore at Balranald on 1st 
 
Rock Dove   Very common 
 
Wood Pigeon   1 was at Loch Eynort, 31st May 
 
Collared Dove   Fairly common around gardens 
 
Cuckoo   Often heard with sightings on 3 days 
 
Black-billed Cuckoo This major rarity had been found the previous week by a 

visiting birder and constitutes the first spring record for the UK 
 
Short-eared Owl  Seen almost every day of the trip 
 
Skylark   Common 
 
Swallow   Common 
 
Sand Martin Seen on 3 dates  
 
Rock Pipit Fairly common in the right habitat 
 
Meadow Pipit   Common 
 
Pied Wagtail   Seen regularly in small numbers 
 
Hebridean Wren  Common in certain areas 
 
Hebridean Dunnock  Common in the right habitat 
 
Robin    Seen on 4 dates 
 
Wheatear   Common 
 
Stonechat   Seen almost every day 
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Hebridean Song Thrush Seen daily 
 
Blackbird   Common 
 
Blackcap A female was seen at North Loch Eynort, 31st and a male was 

heard singing there, 2nd  
 
Whitethroat A male was singing near Langass Lodge, 4th  
 
Sedge Warbler  Seen on 4 dates 
 
Willow Warbler  Common but localised 
 
Chiffchaff   1 was singing at Callanish House near Griminish Pier, 3rd  
 
Goldcrest   Seen on 31st  
 
Spotted Flycatcher 1was near Ahmore, North Uist, 31st and another was singing at 

North Loch Eynort, 31st and 2nd  
 
Hooded Crow   Seen every day and increasing in the islands 
 
Raven    Common 
 
Hebridean Starling  Very common 
 
House Sparrow  Common 
 
Chaffinch   Seen around plantations 
 
Linnet    Seen almost daily 
 
Twite    Seen in small numbers on 3 dates during the week 
 
Greenfinch   Seen almost daily 
 
Goldfinch   Noted on 4 dates  
 
Reed Bunting   Seen on the first 3 days of the tour 
 
Corn Bunting   A few birds seen on 1st June at Balranald 
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Mammals: 
 
Otter 2 were seen at Loch Euphort, 2nd and 1 at North Loch Eynort, 

3rd  
 
Grey Seal   Common 
 
Common Seal   Common 
 
Red Deer   Seen daily 
 
Rabbit    Common 
 
 
 
Butterflies: 
 
Green-veined White 
 
Small Heath  
 
Common Blue 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Steve Duffield 

Western Isles Wildlife 

7 Carinish, Isle of North Uist, HS6 5HL 

Email: steveduffield70@gmail.com  

Tel. 01876 580619 / Mobile 07867 555971 


