How to Look at Cormorants and Shags Geoff Upton

“What’s that bird on the water out there?” “It’s just a Cormorant. Or it might
be a Shag” “Oh, sorry, I thought it might be something interesting”. We've
probably all had or heard that sort of conversation, and most birders may feel
a sense of disappointment when the distant blob they’ve been staring at turns
out to be ‘just’ a Cormorant... or a Shag - many of us don’t even bother to
differentiate between the two. And yet these unique, charismatic, reptilian-
looking birds are really fascinating. In our early birdwatching days, who wasn’t
captivated seeing them hanging their wings out to dry, or spotting a wine-
bottle-green, erect-crested Shag on a cliffside nest? For experienced birders,
studying these birds more carefully could lead to finding something good: an
inland Shag, or a proper rarity such as a Double-crested or even a Pygmy
Cormorant. And there is still much to learn about the occurrence and range of
‘Continental’ Cormorant in Dorset. The main purpose of this article is to help
people identify the common cormorants, but it also discusses some that are
rare or as yet unrecorded in the UK. We deal with six distinct forms:

e ‘Atlantic’ Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo carbo - the common
form of Cormorant in the UK, referred to in this article as either
Cormorant or Cormorant carbo.

e ‘Continental’ Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo sinensis - recorded in
large numbers in Poole Harbour and probably elsewhere in Dorset,
but difficult to identify. Referred to in this article as Continental
Cormorant or Cormorant sinensis.

e Shag Gulosus aristotelis aristotelis - the form that occurs in the UK.

e Double-crested Cormorant Nannopterum auritum - common in North
America, and there have been three records in Ireland and one in the
UK, but none so far in the southern counties.

e Pygmy Cormorant Microcarbo pygmaeus - fairly abundant in parts of
the Balkans and Turkey, and has increasingly been recorded in
western Europe, with several records of single birds from Belgium,
France, Germany and the Netherlands since 1999, but not yet in the
UK.

e Mediterranean Shag Gulosus aristotelis desmarestii — the form that
occurs in the Mediterranean, unrecorded in the UK and unlikely to
occur, but is interesting to be aware of.

Cormorant or Shag?

The starting point for UK observers is to learn to separate Shags from
Cormorants.  Distinguishing these two can pose problems even for
experienced birders at a distance.
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There are various pointers for distant birds - compared to Cormorants, Shags:
e are noticeably smaller
¢ have slimmer necks and bills

e generally fly low over the sea, with more rapid, continuous wingbeats
- Cormorants’ flight is slower and often interspersed with glides

e in flight, hold their necks straight - Cormorants have thicker necks
with a ‘kink’ in flight

e when swimming, tend to hold their bills at a more upwards angle
(although Continental Cormorants may also do this)

e when diving, usually leap completely out of the water, whereas
Cormorants usually roll forwards

¢ juvenile or young Shags are browner on the underside than juvenile
Cormorants, which can be almost white below, and retain some white
until fully moulted into adult plumage.

A combination of these features is usually enough to make an identification,
but if in doubt, and if the bird is close enough, have a good look at the head and
bill. The bill of a Shag usually appears yellow all the way to the base, especially
the lower mandible, and there is always a yellow gape - but note that in
breeding plumage the bill of an adult Shag turns black apart from the yellow
gape. The Shag’s forehead rises more steeply from the bill-base than
Cormorant’s (although Shags can flatten their foreheads when feeding/
foraging). A Cormorant’s bill is only yellow at the base, with a distinct line
between the yellow nearest the head and the rest of the bill which is greyish -
but more on the all-important bill-base later!

Left: Shag, Holes Bay - lan
Ballam

Right: Cormorant, West Bay -
Gavin Haig
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Shag, Holes Bay - lan Ballam Cormorant, Shell Bay - James Leaver

Note that Cormorant’s bill is thicker than Shag’s, and has yellow only at the
base, with a patch of white or pale feathers behind.

Shag, Isle of May, Fife - Peter Moore Cormorant, Lytchett Bay - Ian Ballam

Note the kinked neck of Cormorant compared to the thinner, straighter neck of
Shag, which usually flies low over the water, with faster wing-beats than
Cormorant. Cormorants glide (and thermal) quite readily but Shags rarely
glide. The flight of Cormorant appears more lumbering than Shag, with a
languid fight action, reminiscent of a goose.

Note also that the wings of Shag are shorter and are set further back than
Cormorant, giving it the appearance of a shorter tail and longer neck. The
Shag’s bill is noticeably thinner than Cormorant’s. The bill of the Isle of May
adult bird is black but still shows a yellow gape.
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Shag, St Aldhelm’s Head - Steve
Morrison

Shag, Dancing Ledge - Peter Moore

The straight/kinked neck feature, however, is not always apparent and, to add
to the difficulty, these pictures show that Shags sometimes fly with a kink in
their necks!

= = T
Juvenile Shag, Cheddar Juvenile Cormorant, Longham Lakes - Roger Peart

Reservoir - Alex Carlisle

Juvenile Shags are brown on the underside whereas immature Cormorants
can be completely white below, and retain some white until fully moulted. The
young Cormorant illustrated has acquired some dark feathers on its
underparts but the white ground is still apparent compared to the older Shag.
However, a small number of immature shags in the UK may be white beneath,
resembling a young Mediterranean Shag, which could conceivably make it to
the UK!
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The Shag is clearly smaller
than the Cormorant to its right
(the bird to its left appears
smaller simply due to its
posture) and has a thinner
neck, slimmer bill, more
rounded head and, as an
immature/juvenile bird, is
dark brown rather than black
and shows an obvious white
chin spot.

Cormorants (left & right) and Shag (centre),
Portland Harbour - Phil Cheeseman

Cormorant carbo or Continental Cormorant?

The Cormorant is such a common bird that we often take it for granted. As well
as Europe, it is common in parts of Asia, Australia and eastern North America,
where it is known as Great Cormorant to distinguish it from other cormorant
varieties. There are numerous subspecies around the world but the ones that
concern us are:

‘Atlantic’ Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo carbo of Atlantic waters and
nearby inland areas: western European coasts and east across the Palearctic
to Siberia; North Africa; Greenland and the eastern seaboard of North
America

‘Continental’ Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo sinensis of continental
Europe across to south China, South East Asia and Indonesia

It has been known for many years that Continental Cormorants P, c. sinensis
occur in the UK, and breeding has been recorded at many inland lakes since
the early 1980s, especially in Southeast England. More visit UK waters in
winter, and it is generally considered that most of the hundreds of birds that
winter in Poole Harbour are of the Continental subspecies sinensis. However,
most Cormorants are not easily identified to subspecies level and so our
current knowledge of its true status is uncertain. In the past, there has been
some confusion about its main distinguishing features, with an over-reliance
on the extent of white on the head and neck in breeding plumage. It is now
understood that reliable identification should only be made by close study of
the bill-base, specifically the ‘gular pouch angle’ - simply described as the
angle between the gape and the edge of the facial feathering.
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An excellent place to learn more about Continental Cormorants is in Chapter 6
‘Paradise Regained’ of the book Catching the Bug published by Sound
Approach, which can be read online as a web-book for free. It is an excellent
and illuminating read, and the plates by Killian Mullarney explain and
illustrate the gular pouch angle, among other identification features: https://
soundapproach.co.uk/paradise-regained/.

Another first-rate guide on the internet is the Great and Double-crested
Cormorants and European Shag photo ID guide by Keith Vinicombe, published
by BirdGuides (originally published in Birdwatch magazine 2015), which also
deals with Continental Cormorants: _https://www.birdguides.com/articles/
identification/great-and-double-crested-cormorants-and-european-shag-

photo-id-guide/.

For all confusing bird species the book The Helm Guide to Bird Identification by
Keith Vinicombe, Alan Harris and Laurel Tucker (Bloomsbury 2014) is
strongly recommended. Its section on Cormorants includes up-to-date
identification criteria for the two cormorant subspecies with clear
illustrations.

The Sound Approach team have kindly given their permission to use Killian
Mullarney’s illustrations from Catching the Bug.
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Gular pouch angles of carbo (left) & sinensis (middle & right) - The Sound
Approach

The gular pouch angle is the crucial feature. Carbo usually shows a steep angle,
as in the illustration above left, whereas the angle on sinensis is virtually
perpendicular or wider (illustrated above centre). There is an area of overlap,
where subspecies is best left unassigned unless there are other pointers
(illustrated above right).
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Cormorant carbo, Wimborne - Martin Cormorant sinensis, Hatch Pond - lan
Wood Ballam

With experience and care the gular pouch angle can be discerned in the field
atreasonably close range. The difference is illustrated in the photos above: the
rather acute (approx 60 degrees) angle shown by the bird on the left places it
in the range of carbo, while the wide-open (much more than 90 degrees) angle
of the right-hand bird clearly marks it as sinensis. However, even close views
cannot clinch the subspecific identification for birds in the overlap range, as
illustrated by the examples below. Also, it can be difficult to assess the gular
pouch angle accurately in the field due to changes in head profile - for
instance, it will appear to change when head and bill is held more upright.

+

-

Unassigned Cormorant, Longham Lakes - Unassigned Cormorant, Hatch
George Green Pond - lan Ballam

Incidentally, close examination of the gular pouch angle can resolve any
lingering doubt about the identity of a Shag - its gular pouch angle is about 25-
30 degrees, much more acute than either of the Cormorant subspecies, as can
be seen in lan Ballam’s photo at the start of the section on Shag.
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Fortunately, there are other indicators that can help with identification of
Continental Cormorant, particularly feeding behaviour. As stated on Killian
Mullarney’s plate for sinensis, they typically fish collectively, forming dense
rafts and diving in synchrony. Poole Harbour observers often see this
behaviour - very helpful when there are more than 900 cormorants in the
Harbour, as in autumn 2022!

In the breeding season there are further differences, as illustrated in the plates
above. Another distinction is that, while both subspecies nest in trees,
Continental Cormorants are not normally cliff-nesters. Since the 1980s
Continental Cormorant has colonised Britain, nesting on trees and bushes on
inland waterbodies, and is now common in many parts of the UK, sometimes
interbreeding with Cormorant carbo. In Dorset, as far as we know, the only
current breeding site for Cormorants sinensis is Abbotsbury Swannery, where
a small colony nests on a wooden platform.

To sum up, the Continental Cormorant sinensis:

Has a wide gular patch angle of 66 to 111 degrees, compared to
Cormorant carbo’s more acute angle of 38 to 72 degrees

Is shorter-necked and less massive than Cormorant carbo

Tends to fish in dense rafts, with synchronised diving

In breeding plumage, often appears to show a narrower throat patch
behind the bill-base

Does not nest on cliffs

Many, or perhaps most, county bird clubs understandably do not attempt to
distinguish records of Continental Cormorants in their annual reports. To
learn more about the status of Cormorant subspecies in Dorset, observers may
like to take a closer look at Cormorants, paying attention to the gular pouch
angle if discernible. This may be best seen in a photograph, preferably with the
head in a side-on head profile. However, firm identification at subspecies level
is not always possible and many individuals are best left unassigned.

The rare ones

To call the three other cormorants dealt with in this article ‘rare’ is an
understatement - only one of them has been recorded in Britain! Two of them
- Double-crested Cormorant and Pygmy Cormorant - are distinctly possible as
potential future vagrants in Dorset, although the third - Mediterranean Shag -
is only a remote possibility. However, all three are likely to be encountered on
trips abroad, where they can provide an opportunity to scrutinise this under-
appreciated group.
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Double-crested Cormorant

This is the common cormorant of the USA and Canada, occurring both on the
coast and inland. Unfortunately most lack the distinctive lateral crests either
side of the head that give the birds their name. There have been three records
in Ireland (including one which arrived in 2022 and stayed through 2023) and
one in County Durham, and many more have turned up in the Azores, showing
there is a strong potential for transatlantic crossings. A bird that turns up in
Britain is likely to be a juvenile or immature, so lacking the distinctive lateral
crest. Identification would require close attention to size, body shape, and
examination of the all-important face and base of the bill.

Double-crested Cormorant,
Monterey, CA - lan Cowes Tim Blackburn

Double-crested Cormorant, Everglades, FL -

Compared to Great Cormorant, the Double-crested is smaller, has a more
rounded head, a shorter neck and a rather short bill. In size and structure it is
between Cormorant and Shag, and its gular pouch angle is similar to that of
Cormorant sinensis. Close attention to the face and bill-base would also show
that the face is bright orangey-yellow, with a dark line across the lores, above
which is a well-defined orange-yellow line. Key features for immature birds
are:

strikingly orange facial skin

diagnostic yellow on lower mandible

lacks feathered wedge on underside of gular pouch

well-defined orange-yellow line above the lores

upper breast often paler than belly - the opposite is usually true in
Cormorant
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Again, readers are referred to the Great and Double-crested Cormorants and

European Shag photo ID guide by Keith Vinicombe, published online by

BirdGuides (orlglnally publlshed in Blrdwatch magazme 2015) https //
.birdguid les/id 1

Left: Double-crested
Cormorant, Doon Lough,
Ireland - Steve Smith

Right: Double-crested
Cormorant, Lake Apopka,
FL - John Bowler
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Pygmy Cormorant

Just imagine finding a Pygmy Cormorant on Radipole Lake or Brownsea
Island! It would be a first for Britain — and it is not as unlikely as we might
suppose. Pygmy Cormorant is much smaller than the other species and has a
very different shape, with a short bill, a short, thick neck and a very long tail.

Pygmy Cormorant & Pygmy Comorant, Rodia
Cormorant, Danube  Lagoon, Strongyli, Greece - Hortobdgy NP,

Pygmy Comorant,

Delta - George Green John Adshead Hungary - Brian Chard

The Pygmy Cormorant is fairly common in Southeast Europe, where it breeds
on vegetation-fringed lakes and ponds. Since the turn of the century it has
spread (or recovered) as a breeding bird from the Balkans/Danube Delta area
westwards into Italy, Slovakia and Austria. Associated with this there have
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been many more records in western Europe, especially since 2000. Belgium,
France, Germany, the Netherlands have all had multiple winter records of
single birds in winter. There have been 22 records in France in the last decade
and it is thought they might breed there soon. It has not yet, however, been
recorded in Britain although seems highly likely to do so in the near future.

Mediterranean Shag

On trips abroad, people may have encountered the Mediterranean race of Shag
Pa. desmarestii, which lives and breeds throughout the Mediterranean and in
the Black Sea. It is at most only a short-distance migrant so is highly unlikely
to occur in the UK, but strange things are happening with seabirds these days!
Adults are very similar to Shag, but with a paler, more yellowish bill. Juveniles,
however, are usually entirely or extensively off-white below, so these look very
different from our typical birds. However, as mentioned earlier, some young
Shags can be white below, looking very similar to Mediterranean Shag, and the
identification of a possible vagrant in the UK would be problematic.
Biometrics (Mediterranean Shag is smaller) or ring details would almost
certainly be needed for acceptance by the British Birds Rarities Committee.

First-year
Mediterranean
Shags, Majorca -
Ian Ballam

Conclusion

Those Cormorants and Shags we see so often are surely worth more than a
passing glance. Unfortunately, this article also shows that identification even
of the common species can sometimes be difficult and that birds don’t always
conform to field guides!

With thanks to Steve Morrison, Paul Morton and lan Stanley for help and
comments, and to all the photographers named who have kindly supplied
photos.
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