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Editorial

Urgent Reminder - Dorset Bird Club Treasurer

An urgent reminder that the Dorset Bird Club is still looking for a new
Treasurer to replace Trevor Buck who has undertaken the role since 2016.
The role is vital to the Club’s functioning as a charity and in the distribution of
funds to support conservation initiatives through the Conservation Fund.

The Treasurer is part of a great team who are passionate about birds,
conservation and the future of the Club. You don’t need to be an accountant -
basic numeracy is enough to do the job. The workload is variable but averages
a couple of hours per week.

If you are able to help, we’d love to hear from you. Please email George Green
at gp.green505@gmail.com if you are interested and I can give you more
details.

Bird Report - Printing Problem

Some Members may have received a 2022 Dorset Bird Report with a printing
error on the inside of the front cover. A number of Members reported the
problem to us and it seems that the error was limited to a small number of
reports. However, we are aware that some Members may not use either social
media or email and consequently we have not been able to contact them about
this issue.

If you did receive a 2022 Dorset Bird Report with a printing error, please notify
us if you would like it replaced. Please email jolmitchell@btopenworld.com or
call him on 07785 288071.

Bird Club AGM

The 36" AGM of the Dorset Bird Club will be held at 7pm on 25% July 2024 at
the Quarterjack Room, Allendale Centre, Wimborne. The AGM will be followed
by refreshments and a talk by Edward Meyer on Swift Conservation.

New Look Newsletter - Articles Required

A big thanks to those who have contributed to this Newsletter. In order to
provide diverse and interesting Newsletters in the future, we require a
constant supply of articles. They can be short or long, serious or light-hearted
and on any subject you might like to write about. Topics could include ‘My
favourite bird’, ‘Local patch and garden birding, ‘My best day’s birding in
Dorset, ‘My best birding moments’, ‘Finding rare birds in Dorset, ‘Short
reports on field meetings’ and ‘Reviews of books on birds, wildlife and current
environmental issues. We would particularly like to receive contributions
from members living in the west and north of the county. The deadline for the
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next Newsletter is 30th June 2024. Please send contributions to
gp.green505@gmail.com.

Thanks to Volunteers for all your Help

Regular readers may have noticed an increase in the pace and capacity of the
Club in the last three years. A bigger and better Bird Report published more
quickly, more engagement with social media via Twitter and Facebook and a
smarter, sharper Newsletter are a few of the improvements. This change is
only possible thanks to the efforts of an increasing number of volunteers who
give their skills and time to supporting the growth of the Club. Currently we
have around forty people actively volunteering across a wide selection of
roles. We all owe these people a big thank you for their contribution.

Our ambition is to do more and do it better. To do this we need more help from
our members. We currently have a number of areas where help would really
be appreciated.

Webmaster - Our website holds a wealth of interesting information but it
could do with an overhaul. When changes are needed these might be more
smoothly achieved if we had someone with more knowledge to turn to.

Conservation - We aspire to use our knowledge and data to provide comment
and support on local conservation issues. However, with all our current
activities that have been consuming our time, we have not had the capacity to
do as much of this as we would like.

Archivist - We hold a lot of data including bird records, site reports and rarity
descriptions. Keeping these safe and accessible is an ongoing challenge.

Outdoor Meetings - Can you help with ideas for new meetings or locations?
Do you know your patch better than anyone else, so could you lead or help
with a visit in your area? We would particularly like to visit more locations in
the north and west of the county.

And in addition to these specific roles, our existing volunteers will always
welcome help with looking after our social media, updating the daily blog,
various recording tasks and other day to day activities. If you are able to help
in any of these areas we would be delighted to hear from you. It is your Club.
Thanks to everyone for their ongoing support.

The Dorset Bird Club Committee and Trustees.

Thanks to All

In addition, I would like to thank the Committee, Trustees and their support
teams for their time, enthusiasm and hard work.

George Green, Chairman 6th February 2024
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Managing the Weymouth Wetlands (Part II)

David Morphew

The last time I wrote an update for the Dorset Bird Club Newsletter, in
November 2020, contractors were about to start a programme of
improvements to the reedbeds at Lodmoor and three years later it seemed like
a good opportunity to provide an update.

Alaska Ecological Contracting started work in January 2021, a month that
coincided with an extended period of heavy rainfall and high water levels, and
this restricted the movement of machinery to higher ground. But it proved
that the concept worked, the contractor cleared an extensive area of reed at
the north side of the reedbed along Southdown Avenue and stacked the cut
material into heaps. These were later burnt. The plan had always been to draw
down water levels in this section of reedbed, but the sluice underneath the
newish metal bridge leaks so the reedbed was a bit wetter than we had
planned (point A on the map).
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Map of Lodmoor showing the location of the sluices
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That wasn'’t a disaster, the reed just grew back rather more quickly than we
would have liked, but the machine removed many years’ worth of accumulated
leaf litter and dead material, so we were starting to get the reedbed into better
shape.

In the spring we put cattle into the reedbed for the first time, to encourage
them to graze the regrowth and trample the reeds. It’s fair to say that they
preferred the saltmarsh and showed considerable ingenuity in finding ways
across the bund into the better grazing.

The first year of grazing helped us understand how cattle were moving around
the reedbeds, but it also helped us find the parts they couldn’t get into because
the ground was too wet. (It's only once you're deep inside the reedbed that you
can start to appreciate how it works. Maps show what used to be there, drone
images give a more recent picture, but neither tell you how deep the water is.)

While we fixed weak spots in the fence on the bund, the cattle continued to
find new ways through, so we cut paths to help them reach the parts of the
reedbed that they couldn’t access, repaired a couple of bridges and reinforced
the fences.

It’s fair to say that in the game of wits that ensued, the cattle beat the warden
team hands down’, but once we'd cleared the two-metre-thick banks of
bramble that were masquerading as barriers, replaced them with new fences
and installed Hampshire Gates 2 to control cattle access, it started to work.

As an aside, the original work before lockdown to clear the outer margins of
the reedbed in preparation for new boundary fencing uncovered several
sewage pipes and inspection chambers discharging effluent. This has been
another long running saga, but after many failed patch repairs, Wessex Water
rebuilt the inspection chambers, jetted out the pipes and installed new pipes
inside the old ones.

In year two, the machine came back earlier in the year and made astounding
progress, this time we got the contractors to put material in rows making them
easier to burn and we cut most of the rest of the reed.

!I've been asked to make it clear that the cows aren’t smarter than the warden
team. Readers will no doubt make up their own minds.

2 A Hampshire gate, New Zealand gate or wire gate is a type of
agricultural gate formed from a section of wire fence which can be removed
temporarily. This type of gate is used where access is only needed occasionally,
or when the cost of a conventional rigid gate cannot be justified. It does not
require the heavy gateposts needed to support the weight of a rigid gate, it can
be adapted to a variety of terrains, it is cheap and simple to make, and if
necessary it can easily be made much wider than a conventional gate
(Wikipedia).
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Reed cutting in year two

So far so good. It turned out that Dorset cows weren’t going to be defeated by
Hampshire gates, so we've dug in two new metal gates on the bund, and we can
now manage the grazing regime. Until the cows come up with something else
of course...

We've added a second flap valve to the sluice on the bund (Point C on the map)
which allows water to drain from the reedbed into the saltmarsh faster and
made some modifications to the sluice on the metal bridge to reduce the leaks.

This year (November —
2023), the contractors
have been back to improve
some of the pools inside
the reedbed and make new
ditches to connect them
up. This of course allows
fish to move between the
pools and makes the
reedbed more attractive
for Bitterns.

The other change you’'ll
have seen this year: we
made a bigger pontoon for
the tern colony. The Black-
headed Gull colony has
been doing well, to the
extent that we’re in danger
of running out of space for nesting birds. The gulls start nesting first and the

The contractor at Lodmoor in December 2023 -
Edward Roe
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Common Terns somehow manage to squeeze in between them, but there will
come a time when there isn’'t enough room.

Lodmoor has one long island which is 90% dominated by reed, two smaller
islands shared by the Black-headed Gulls and terns and a small artificial
pontoon. The pontoon has always been the least popular option, until this year
when several terns used it for the first time.

We've recovered the pontoon, removed the superstructure and doubled the
size. Basically, it’s a series of interlocking plastic floats designed to make
walkways in marinas, covered with a top deck of plastic sheeting, gravel and
wooden sides.

Building a new tern island

The good news - we completed the new pontoon and proudly moored it out by
the islands. The bad news - it slipped its moorings in the heavy rains this year
and is currently grounded, a bit like Noah's Ark after the floods subsided, but
it will be easy enough to move it in the spring. Obviously, we need to move it
before the terns return from Africa and before the cows use it for their next
escape attempt.

We can’'t mention the terns without talking about bird flu or HPAI. Strictly
speaking we can’t say we had bird flu because no corpses were recovered for
analysis, but the gull and tern colony was wiped out this year. No young
Common Terns survived to leave the colony, and the surviving adults
abandoned the colony. Some Black-headed Gulls fledged successfully, and we
are anxiously awaiting their return in the spring.
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Happily, we had better news from Chesil, where despite one Common Tern
attempting to nest on the shoreline, the colony escaped bird flu this year and
had a very productive season.

At Radipole, we continue to clear sections of reedbed and scrub, which helps
regeneration and opens sightlines. We usually stack material into a dead
hedge to make the open areas less accessible, but this year we experimented
with proper hedge laying so the area near the concrete bridge is growing back
as areal hedge.

Dead hedging at Radipole

We've cleared channels and created sightlines by the elevated platform on the
main path and by the boardwalk on the Discovery Trail and have already been
rewarded with sightings of Water Rails foraging on the open spaces.

And of course, the routine work involved in managing an urban nature reserve
continues unabated. Path cutting and repairs, litter picks, removing graffiti
and repairing structures that are getting towards the end of their lives.

If you haven’t been to Radipole Lake for a while, the Discovery Centre looks
very different. The old duck feeding platform has gone, rot had caused the
structure to sag, and repairs were going to prohibitively expensive, so it's been
replaced with a new fence. The area around the centre has been tidied up with
new raised beds outside and we’'ve cut down the fence round the patio to
provide better views across the lake. Now visitors can see across the lake even
when the centre is closed. Inside things have really changed. The café is now
run by a training organisation called SWRAC who help young people gain
confidence and get into employment so if your delicious coffee and cakes takes
a little bit longer to serve, we hope you’ll understand why.
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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.

¢ 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
e 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

e 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 - Ian
Ballam

Right: Cormorant, West Bay -
Gavin Haig
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Shag, Holes Bay - Ian 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 - lan 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!

-. _’..‘..

Juvenile Shag, Cheddar
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!

Dorset Bird Club 13



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 billl 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:

e ‘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

e ‘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
at reasonably 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 Ian 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:

e Has a wide gular patch angle of 66 to 111 degrees, compared to
Cormorant carbo’s more acute angle of 38 to 72 degrees
[s shorter-necked and less massive than Cormorant carbo

e Tends to fish in dense rafts, with synchronised diving

e Inbreeding plumage, often appears to show a narrower throat patch
behind the bill-base

e 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,

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

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 (originally published in Birdwatch magazine 2015): _https://
www.birdguides.com/articles/identification/great-and-double-crested-

cormorants-and-european-shag-photo-id-guide/.

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

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

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

20  Dorset Bird Club

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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Bird Highlights: May- December 2023

NB: these records are largely taken from the Dorset Bird News sightings blog on
the Dorset Bird Club’s website. Records of national and county rarities will need
to be verified by the British Birds Rarities Committee/Dorset Records Panel.

MAY

The undoubted highlight of the month was Dorset’s first MOLTONI'S
WARBLER (a male) which was
trapped and ringed at Portland Bird
Observatory on 12, This was followed
later in the month on 20™ by its close
relative, a WESTERN SUBALPINE
WARBLER (a female) also trapped
and ringed at Portland Bird
Observatory. Otherwise two other
national rarities were reported at the
end of the month on 30% involving a { ’ .
SQUACCO HERON by the River Frome  ps01:0ni’s Warbler - Peter Coe

at Wool Manor and an IBERIAN

CHIFFCHAFF at Ballard Down. In addition the FORSTER’S TERN which first
appeared on 23" April remained in the Poole Harbour area until early
November. However, during May it wandered briefly to Hengistbury on 4" and
Bournemouth seafront on 5%, Finally there was a report of a probable SHORT-
TOED EAGLE at Walkford near Highcliffe on 14,

There was the expected arrival of scarce and exotic landbird migrants
overshooting from Europe. The noteworthy influx of HOOPOES from late
March and throughout April continued during May with singles at Peveril
Point, Swanage and Swyre on 2™, Hengistbury on 3", Kimmeridge on 4™, near
Crossways Garage, Woodsford on 12%, Stanpit, Christchurch and West
Bexington on 17%and Worth Matravers car park on 22" There were 3 reports
of GOLDEN ORIOLES with singles at Portland Bill on 3%, flying from Eggardon
Hill towards Powerstock Common on 4% and heard at Whitchurch
Canonicorum on 7%, whilst at Portland Bill 2 BEE-EATERS flew south on 19t
and a WOODCHAT SHRIKE was present on 16™. In addition to the good series
of records from Portland in April, there were further reports of SERINS with
singles present at Weston on 2™ and Portland Bill on 9%, It is surprising that
after the exceptional influx earlier in the spring, there was only a single report
of an ALPINE SWIFT in May involving an individual at Shillingstone on 5™,
Other noteworthy passerines and landbirds involved a WOOD WARBLER at
Broadcroft Quarry, Portland on 7%, single TURTLE DOVES at Portland on 9*
and 25" a HOODED CROW at Portland Bill on 10", a HAWFINCH at Portland
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Bill on 15" & 16™ with 2 there on 28%,
a QUAIL at Beaminster and a BLUE-
HEADED WAGTAIL at Swineham GPs
on 18" and exceptional high counts of
SPOTTED FLYCATCHERS at Portland
Bill (200+) and Christchurch Harbour
(95+) on 22,

There were very few reports of rare
herons and their allies with 3
sightings of COMMON CRANES ~
involving 1 at Lewell near Dorchester Grey-
on 7%, 3 at Charminster on 9" and 3 at
Woodpville on 14™. In addition there was a PURPLE HERON at Lodmoor NR on
13%, Similarly rare raptors were very scarce with a BLACK KITE at Coombe
Valley flying towards Osmington on 1% and single HONEY BUZZARDS at
Portland Bill on 4™ and Swanage on 24,

The offshore movements of noteworthy seabirds was relatively modest.
POMARINE SKUAS were reported on 3 dates with 4E at Chesil Cove, 4 at
Charmouth and 2 at Portland Bill on 4th, 6 at Portland Bill, 3 at St Aldhelm’s
Head and 1 at West Bay on 5" and 1E at Portland Bill on 7*. In addition single
GREAT SKUAS were seen at East Bay on 5" and Portland Bill on 28%. There
were 4 sightings of BALEARIC SHEARWATERS with singles at Portland Bill on
4™ and 24" with 2 on 28" and 1 at St Aldhelm’s Head on 5%. Finally a STORM
PETREL was seen flying east off St Aldhelm’s Head on 6™ and 1 was trapped
and ringed at Portland Bill on 18%.

¥

headed Wagtail - Phil Cheeseman

JUNE

The final flurry of noteworthy spring migrants extended mainly into the early
days of the month. These involved more sightings of HOOPOES with singles at
Dancing Ledge on 15 and between Sydling St Nicholas and Cerne Abbas on 3™,
GOLDEN ORIOLES with singles at Portland Bill on 1%, Abbotsbury on 2" and
Easton, Portland on 23" and SERINS with singles at Portland Bill from 4" to
6, Southwell, Portland on 7* and Easton, Portland on 20* - possibly involving
the same bird. Otherwise there was a smart male GREY-HEADED WAGTAIL at
Reap Lane, Portland on 15t & 2", a NIGHTINGALE sp at Avalanche Rd, Portland
on 3" and a RED-BACKED SHRIKE at Durlston CP on 8%. Other passerines and
landbirds of interest were a HOODED CROW at Stanpit Marsh on 11%, 2
REDWINGS at Ferrybridge on 13™, a TURTLE DOVE at Barleycrates Lane,
Portland on 16" and a CHOUGH heard at Southwell, Portland on 20%. A
summer influx of QUAIL involved up to 3+ calling at the favoured site of
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Tarrant Rushton Airfield on several dates from 8" to 22" and 1 calling
Wareham Common on 23",

Notable sightings of waders included
a splendid summer plumaged RED-
NECKED PHALAROPE at
Ferrybridge on 10" followed by a
PHALAROPE SP probably this
species at Hengistbury on 12%.
Otherwise an AVOCET well inland at
Silverlake on 15™ was the 1% record
for the site and there was a WOOD
SANDPIPER well inland at Chard
Junction GP on 16%.

S

eeseman

Red-necked Phalarope - Phil Ch

The only reports of a rare herons
involved single NIGHT HERONS at Lodmoor NR on 1% and by the River Frome
at Dorchester on 25" & 26". The most notable seabirds involved a few mid-
summer sightings of BALEARIC SHEARWATERS off Portland Bill with 1 on
2" 5 0n 10™ and 9 on 30%. Finally single ROSEATE TERNS were at Abbotsbury
Swannery on 11%, Lodmoor NR on 21% and Christchurch Harbour on 26™.

JULY

There were relatedly few reports of noteworthy birds during the month, the
most interesting passerine being a probable BLACK-HEADED WAGTAIL at
Middlebere NT Cottages on 7. Otherwise there was a CIRL BUNTING at
Portland on 19% and a SERIN at Southwell, Portland on 25%. At Tarrant
Rushton Airfield 3 QUAIL were still calling on 13™. The only rare raptors
reported during the month were single HONEY BUZZARDS at Portland Bill on
6™ and East Piddle Valley on 15%,

Offshore there was a steady increase in the passage of BALEARIC
SHEARWATERS at Portland Bill with sightings on 9 dates during the month
max 10 on 3™ with 1 at Hengistbury on 31%. The first SOOTY SHEARWATER
of the autumn passed Portland Bill on 30™. There were also single STORM
PETRELS at Hengistbury on 15% and Portland Bill on 22", 30" & 31 A
GREAT NORTHERN DIVER at Portland Bill on 17" was most unseasonal.

AUGUST

A steady increase in the frequency and number of noteworthy seabirds proved
to be the start of an exceptional autumn for seabird passage. A CORY’S

24 Dorset Bird Club

SHEARWATER at Chesil Cove on 5% was followed by further sightings off
Portland Bill with 1 on 14™ and 2 on 17" with a probable GREAT
SHEARWATER seen there on 12, Single SOOTY SHEARWATERS were seen
at Portland Bill on 3 & 14% and Durlston CP on 19*. The passage of
BALEARIC SHEARWATERS continued with increasing numbers during the
month with most observations from Portland Bill with reports on 13 dates
mostly in single figures but high counts of 50+ on 21, 74 on 26®, 250+ on 29
and 42 on 31%. Elsewhere there were a few sightings from other sites along
the coast, the most notable being 52 at Hengistbury on 30". STORM PETRELS
were seen at Portland Bill with 1 on 8%, 5 on 2™, 4 on 8%, 1 on 14" and 1 on 31*
with singles at Chesil Cove on 2™ and Mudeford Quay on 5%. Finally single
GREAT SKUAS were seen in Weymouth Bay on 18" and Portland Bill on 31°
and single CASPIAN GULLS were reported from Mudeford Quay on 21% and
Lodmoor NR on 27%.

Perhaps the landbird of greatest interest was a CORNCRAKE reported from
Little Minterne on 21%. Overall landbird migrants were rather scarce, the
more noteworthy being a RED-RUMPED SWALLOW at Crossways on 6%,
single MELODIOUS WARBLERS at Durlston CP on 16" and Portland Bill on
215t followed by 2 there on 22" and a re-trapped bird on 26", a WRYNECK at
Lodmoor NR on 26" and a MARSH WARBLER and SERIN at Portland Bill on
27%, Other landbirds of interest were WOOD WARBLERS with 1 at Longham
Lakes on 1%tand 1 or 2 at Wick, Christchurch on 15" and HAWFINCH with 1 at
Hengistbury on 6™. Reports of single QUAILS at West Compton on 6%,
Cheselbourne on 12% and Wyke Down on 24™ may have been local breeders.
Migrant HONEY BUZZARDS involved singles at Lytchett Bay on 19*, Portland
Bill on 21%, Puddletown Water-meadows on 22" and Arne NR on 29",

A RED-NECKED PHALAROPE near Abbotsbury Swannery on 5% was the only
noteworthy wader. There were unseasonal sightings of a LONG-TAILED DUCK
at Durlston CP on 5" and a SCAUP at Puddletown Water-meadows on 28%.

SEPTEMBER

The first national rarity since the spring occurred on 23 when a RED-EYED
VIREO was trapped and ringed at Portland Bird Observatory. It was trapped
again the following day. This was the 3™ record for Portland and the 5% for
Dorset.

Otherwise the autumn passage of seabirds continued to be a major feature.
BALEARIC SHEARWATERS were particularly prominent notably at Portland
Bill with sightings on 15 dates including high counts of 166 on 1, 500+ on 2,
100+ on 7%, 150 on 16™ and 250+ on 20%. Elsewhere there were reports from

Dorset Bird Club 25



Hengistbury with 18 on 7%, Durlston CP with 9 on 9%, 57 on 20*and 9 on 23",
Branksome Chine with 1 on 20%and Peveril Point with 20 on 24%. There was
a good number of ‘larger’ shearwater species reported involving CORY’S
SHEARWATERS at Portland Bill with 1 on 17%, 2 on 19*, 5+ on 20% and 1 on
24" and Chesil Cove with 1 on 19™. There were also sightings of GREAT
SHEARWATERS with 2 at Portland Bill and 1 at West Bay on 20" and SOOTY
SHEARWATERS with 2 at Durlston CP and 1 at Portland Bill also on 20" and
singles at Portland Bill and Peveril Point on 24™. The passage of skuas was
small but included LONG-TAILED SKUAS at Portland Bill with 2 on 2", a
probable on 11* and 1 on 18%, a POMARINE SKUA during a Lyme Bay pelagic
on 11* and single GREAT SKUAS at Portland Bill and Durlston CP on 20%™. The
Lyme Bay pelagic on 11% produced 20 STORM PETRELS while land-based
sightings involved 1 at Portland Bill on 19% with 2 at West Bay and 2 at
Mudeford Quay on 20™. At least 2 possibly 3 SABINE’S GULLS were seen on
20" with juveniles (perhaps the
same bird) at Portland Bill and West
Bexington and an adult at Lyme
Regis. Finally there was a marked
influx of GREY PHALAROPES
towards the end of the month
involving singles at Kimmeridge on
21, Ferrybridge on 22™ & 23
Abbotsbury Swannery on 24%
Cogden Beach on 25" & 27%
Mudeford Quay on 26™, Portland Bill
on 27™ and Hengistbury on 29%.

This is usually the peak month for Grey Phalarope - Phil Cheeseman

rare and scarce autumn landbird

migrants. Perhaps the most notable reports involved 2 BEE-EATERS at Todber
on 9" and RED-RUMPED SWALLOWS with 1 in amongst 60+ Swallows at
Brockington Farm on 9" and 1 at Hartland, Studland on 12 with perhaps the
same bird at Godlingston Heath, Studland on 21%. It was a good month for
WRYNECKS with reports of single birds on 9 dates from 14 sites from 1 to
29", Otherwise there were singles of RED-BACKED SHRIKE at St Aldhelm’s
Head and Langton Herring on 2", NIGHTINGALE at Hengistbury and Wild
Woodberry on 37, TURTLE DOVE at Stanpit Marsh on 4" and Lodmoor NR on
29" QUAIL at Portland Bill on 4%, ORTOLAN BUNTING at Portland on 7%,
COMMON ROSEFINCH at St Aldhelm’s Head on 9", WOODCHAT SHRIKE near
Seatown on 14%" & 15" BARRED WARBLERS at Portland Bill on 14* and 17®
& 18", MELODIOUS WARBLER at West Bexington on 22", TREE SPARROW
at South Haven, Studland on 23™ and CIRL BUNTING at West Bexington on
29t
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Single HONEY BUZZARDS were seen on the Fleet at Tidmoor on 4%, Durlston
CP on 8" and Lodmoor NR with a probable at Seatown on 15%. A GLOSSY IBIS
flew from the Wareham Channel towards Arne NR on 10" and one roosting at
Hengistbury on 13™, 15" and 16™ was also seen along the Lower Avon Valley
on 15", A SPOTTED CRAKE was reported from Stanpit Marsh on 14" and a
WHOOPER SWAN at Lodmoor NR on 29%.

OCTOBER

The most notable rarities were a rather elusive PALLID HARRIER in the Wyke
Down area for about week in mid month and last seen on 19" and a male
FERRUGINOUS DUCK at Lodmoor NR which appeared on 31 and remained
in the Weymouth and the Fleet area into November.

The exceptional passage of seabirds reached its peak in mid month most
notably on 13" involving GREAT SHEARWATERS with 644 at Portland Bill
and 400+ at Durlston CP plus a single bird in Poole Bay. CORY’S
SHEARWATERS were also seen with 100+ at Portland Bill and 65 at Durlston
CP with a single in Abbotsbury Bay. By Dorset’s standards, these numbers are
astonishing considering how rare these species are in the county. Otherwise
2 CORY’'S SHEARWATERS at Portland Bill on 19" with 2 GREAT
SHEARWATERS there on 29" were the only other reports for these species
during the month. Much smaller numbers of SOOTY SHEARWATERS were
reported mainly from Portland Bill with singles on 11%, 26% & 27™ and 3 on
28™h & 29t 3lso 7 at Durlston CP on 13%*. BALEARIC SHEARWATERS were
seen at 4 coastal sites on 8 dates with most sightings from Portland Bill with a
peak of 25 on 26™. Otherwise there were a few reports of other storm-blown
seabirds involving single GREY PHALAROPES at West Bay/Bridport on 3™
and in the Ferrybridge/Chesil Cove area from 6™ to 9", single GREAT and
LONG-TAILED SKUAS at Durlston CP on 13th, a SABINE’S GULL at Chesil Cove
on 19" and a POMARINE SKUA at Portland Bill on 28™.

Rare and scarce autumn landbird migrants continued to be reported
throughout the month mainly involving YELLOW-BROWED WARBLERS with
2 at different sites on Portland on 2™, singles at Parkstone Cemetery on 19%,
Arne NR on 20%™, Durlston CP on 21 & 22", Reforme, Portland on 23%,
Portland Bill and Hengistbury on 25%, Easton, Portland and Southbourne on
27" and Wick, Christchurch on 30%" & 31, Other species involved were
WRYNECKS with singles at Southwell, Portland on 2", West Bexington on 2"
& 3 and Ulwell Gap on 5%, TREE SPARROWS with 6 at West Bexington on 8%,
2 at Hengistbury on 15" and 1 at Durlston CP on 16", RED-BREASTED
FLYCATCHER with 1 at Portland Bill on 10*, RADDE’S WARBLERS with
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singles at Portland Bill on 11%, 14™" and
28™, LITTLE BUNTINGS with singles at
Portland Bill on 14®" & 22", RICHARD’S
PIPITS with 1 at Portland Bill on 16%™
and a possible at West Bexington on 17%,
HAWFINCH with 1 at West Bay on 16%,
late HOOPOES with singles at
Hengistbury on 215t and Wick on 30%,
SNOW BUNTINGS with singles at
Winspit on 21%%, Wyke Regis on 22,
West Bay on 24% and Hengistbury on : - -
26", Siberian/Eastern LESSER  Snow Bunting - Philippa Rolle Tuskin
WHITETHROAT with a possible at

Portland Bill on 28, CIRL BUNTINGS with singles at West Bay on 24™, Peveril
Point, Swanage on 27" and Portland Bill on 315 and LAPLAND BUNTING with
1 at Camp Rd, The Fleet on 31st.

Other noteworthy sightings involved HONEY BUZZARDS at Southwell,
Portland on 4% and Wick on 7%, a GLOSSY IBIS at Wareham Channel/
Swineham on 20", a BLACK BRANT at Rodden Hive on 22" and Ferrybridge
on 26" & 27" and an immature CASPIAN GULL at Culverwell, Portland on 31%.

NOVEMBER

American waders were the
highlights of the month starting
with a SPOTTED SANDPIPER at
Brand’s Bay, Poole Harbour on
5%, This was followed later in
the month by Dorset’s second
autumn AMERICAN GOLDEN
PLOVER skulking amongst a
flock of 700+ Golden Plovers at
Lodmoor NR from 25% to 29%.
The male FERRUGINOUS DUCK «. Mg § -
first seen at the end of October Spotted Sandpiper - Mark Wright
continued to commute between

Lodmoor NR, Radipole Lake and Abbotsbury Swannery up to 13" and the
long-staying FORSTER’S TERN was last seen at Shipstal Point, Arne NR on
11,

The autumn of exceptional seabird passage largely caused by strong winds
continued particularly during the early part of the month. LEACH’S PETRELS
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took ‘centre stage’ involving sightings on 6 dates between 1 & 13" at 7 coastal
sites with most counts in single figures (1-5 birds) except for an exceptional 56
at Chesil Cove on 4th. Small numbers of STORM PETRELS were also involved
with sightings on 4 dates between 4™ & 19" at 5 sites with 5 at Branksome on
4™ the highest count. Other notable seabirds were single POMARINE SKUAS
at Durlston CP on 2" and Portland Bill on 18", 1 or 2 GREAT SHEARWATERS
at Chesil Cove on 4%, 2 SOOTY SHEARWATERS at Durlston CP on 8" and 1 at
Portland Bill on 26", a GREAT SKUA at Portland Bill on 18™ and a LITTLE AUK
at Hengistbury on 19" There was also a small influx of GREY PHALAROPES
with singles at Ferrybridge on 4™ & 18%, Kimmeridge Bay on 6%, Portland Bill
on 9™ and Chesil Cove on 15" & 19%.

A few noteworthy autumn landbird migrants were reported during the month.
A YELLOW-BROWED WARBLER remained at Wick, Christchurch from late
October until 1%, single SNOW BUNTINGS were at Stanpit Marsh on 1%,
Hengistbury on 4 (possibly the Stanpit bird), Studland Bay from 8% to 11%,
Golden Cap on 12" and Glebelands, Ballard Down on 21%, a GREAT GREY
SHRIKE which was trapped at Lytchett Bay on 3" reappeared later at Morden
Bog from 11% to 13™ and near Woolsbarrow, Wareham Forest on 15" with
another found at Wild Woodbury on 215t & 22", a late HOOPOE was at
Christchurch Harbour on 7%, single TWITE occurred at Christchurch Harbour
on 7% and Canford Cliffs on 9%, a HAWFINCH was seen at West Bay on 7 with
further sightings at Durlston CP on 11% and Bonsley Common near
Shillingstone on 24", single PALLAS’S WARBLERS were at Portland Bill on
12" and nearby at The Hump, Avalanche Rd, Portland on 12" & 13™ with
another at Southwell, Portland also on 13* and single CIRL BUNTINGS were
at Tidmoor Point on 12™ and West Bay on 22™. There were late reports of
commoner migrants, the most notable being a GARDEN WARBLER at Lower
Bockhampton on 23™ and a Tree Pipit at Glebelands, Ballard Down on 28% &
29t

Otherwise a BLACK BRANT at Butterstreet Cove, the Fleet on 5% and
Ferrybridge on 24", a 1s-winter CASPIAN GULL at Abbotsbury Swannery on
10" and a GLOSSY IBIS at Stanpit Marsh on 29" were the only other notable
sightings.

DECEMBER

The obvious highlight of the month was the discovery of Dorset’s first and long
overdue ISABELLINE WHEATEAR at Swyre Head, Purbeck on 2. Much to the
disappointment of many county ‘listers’ the bird couldn’t be found
subsequently. The presence of a probable EASTERN LESSER WHITETHROAT
at Canford Cliffs on 2" & 3™ was scant compensation.
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Other noteworthy landbirds of interest involved CIRL BUNTINGS with 1 or 2
(male & female) near the Bridging Camp at Wyke Regis on 5 dates from 3™ to
23" and a small flock at West Bexington with 4-8 birds on 21tand 10-20 birds
on 22", HAWFINCHES with 2-3 at Wyke Farm near Winyard’s Gap on 5% and
1 at Charity Wood, Winterborne Stickland on 17%, WAXWINGS with 2 at
Christchurch on 6™ and 1 heard at Sherborne on 23", RICHARD’S PIPIT with
1 at Portland Bill on 11" and YELLOW-BROWED WARBLER with 1 at
Walditch near Bridport on 25%.

Frustratingly poor views of a small duck amongst a flock of Teal at Silverlake
on 5% and subsequently at Brands Bay, Poole Harbour on 6% was thought to be
an eclipsed male BLUE-WINGED TEAL. Later in the month a male GREEN-
WINGED TEAL at Silverlake from 23" to at least 29" was more obliging. Other
notable wildfowl involved a possible female or hybrid LESSER SCAUP at
Abbotsbury Swannery on 9" & 10% and a BLACK BRANT off Shore Rd,
Sandbanks on 26%™. Finally a GLOSSY IBIS was at Christchurch Harbour on 5%
and a CASPIAN GULL was at Mudeford Quay on 12%.

DBC & BTO Conference

NATURE’'S RECOVERY IN DORSET

Saturday 16th November

Queen Elizabeth's School, Wimborne

Join Dorset Bird Club and the BTO for our Nafure's Recovery in
Dorset conference in November this year. Dorset is quickly
becoming one of the most inspiring counties in the UK for nature
recovery, and this event will feature talks from a variety of
speakers leading the way in bird conservation locally. It
promises to be an exciting and educational event, so please
Save the Datel

More Details Coming Soon...
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Dorset Bird Club Membership

Subscriptions

Annual subscriptions are due on the anniversary of your joining the DBC.
The current rates are:

e Single Membership £20.00

Each membership receives copies of the newsletter (PDF or hard copy
options) and a copy of the Bird Report.

DBC also offers:
¢ Young Persons Membership £0 (free)

[Aged 21 and under in full-time education. Please note: the newsletters &
annual report for this membership are sent in a PDF format]

Please don’t forget...

If you change your contact details let the Membership Secretary know as soon
as possible.

If you are a tax-payer, and haven’t already done so, please consider completing
a ‘Gift Aid’ form to enable the Club to claim tax back on your subscription. A
form can be downloaded from: https://dorsetbirds.co.uk/membership/

To join, to renew or for any further information about membership of the
Dorset Bird Club contact the Membership Secretary:

Richard Charman, 24 Widworthy Drive, Broadstone, Dorset, BH18 9BD
Email: membership@dorsetbirds.co.uk
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