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Editorial 
 
Welcome to the third Lothian Bird Bulletin of 2006. 
 
In this issue we have two articles on birdwatching in the North of Scotland - a report by 
Des Loughney on Noss in the Shetland Islands, and a cautionary tale from Ken 
Mackenzie, who has been to Loch of Strathbeg.  From slightly further afield, we also have 
part two of William Edmond's report from Jamaica.  As always, thanks to all the 
contributors.  If you haven't written anything for the bulletin yet, why not give it a go? 
 
Also included in this issue is a list of our club outings up to the middle of 2007.  I hope we'll 
see some new faces this year.  (Not that there's anything wrong with the old faces, of 
course.)  The same goes for the branch meetings - why not come along and say hello if 
you haven't attended before?  It's a good opportunity to meet fellow birdwatchers - most of 
whom don't bite - and hear an interesting talk.  
 

 

 

 
News 
 

Lothian Bird Report 
The latest LBR, covering 2004, is still available.  Pop into Charles Frank 
(Rose Street, Edinburgh) or Waterston House, where a copy can be yours for 
£7.50.  Alternatively, we'll post one to you if you send a cheque for £8.80 inc 
p&p (payable to "SOC Lothian Branch"), to John Hamilton, 30 Swanston 
Gardens, Edinburgh, EH10 7DL. 

 
Branch Meetings 
We're returning to Meadowbank Stadium for our branch meetings this season (see the list 
included in the mailing), but please don't turn up there on 10th October, as we will be at 
Waterston House instead for one night only.  We're hoping for a good turnout from East 
Lothian members.  The start time is 7.30pm as always. 
 
Waterston House 
I can thoroughly recommend the exhibition by natural history photographer Laurie 
Campbell, which is on display at Waterston House until 26th October. 
 
RSPB Meetings 
The Edinburgh RSPB group will be holding the following talks: 
• 20th Sep: On Tour With Russell (Russell Nisbet, wildlife excursion leader/lecturer) 
• 25th Oct: Nature Reserves of Russia (Dr Algirdas Knystautas, author, photographer 

and wildlife tour leader) 
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• 21st Nov: Introduction to WWF Scotland (Julie Stoneham, WWF Scotland campaigns 
officer) 

• 13th Dec: Corncrakes on Coll (Simon Wellock, RSPB Warden) 
The talks are held at 7.30pm in the Lindsay Stewart Lecture Theatre, Napier University, 
Craiglockhart.  The entry fee of £2 includes tea/coffee and biscuits.  Contact Winnie 
Thomson on 0131 667 7057 for details. 

 
Pete Gordon 
As mentioned in the last issue, our local RSPB conservation 
officer Pete Gordon has moved north to take up a post in 
conservation planning with the RSPB in Inverness. The 
photo shows Pete at a farewell dinner arranged by the 
Lothian and Borders Discussion Groups and Raptor Study 
Groups. 
 
Pete's successor in the south east is Mike Fraser - good luck 
with the new job Mike.   
 
 
 
 

 

The Seabird Cliffs of Noss 
 
The Noss National Nature Reserve is only situated a few miles from Lerwick in the 
Shetlands. It is separated by a small Sound from the island of Bressay - just opposite 
Lerwick. The eastern sandstone cliffs of Noss - nearly 600 feet in height - comprise what is 
termed a ‘seabird city’ by Scottish Natural Heritage. Today the cliffs are the breeding place 
of an estimated 45,000 guillemots, 17,000 gannets, 10,000 fulmars plus miscellaneous 
numbers of razorbills, puffins, herring gulls, shags and black guillemots. On the reserve 
breed great black backed gulls and great skuas. By all accounts the bird population of the 
cliffs has not been static and has changed over the years. Apparently gannets and fulmars 
did not breed there a hundred years ago. Fulmars first started breeding in the Shetlands in 
1887 and now there are half a million. Gannets arrived in 1914 and Noss was their first 
nest site.The kittiwake population has dropped from 20,000 to 4,000. Great skuas only 
arrived on the island within the last century and now 400 pairs breed there. 
 
The reserve can be visited by taking the ferry from Lerwick to Bressay, walking across 
Bressay and then taking a small Scottish Natural Heritage inflatable ferry boat across Noss 
Sound. Walking around the island and the cliff tops takes about four hours. For further 
details of this option see http://www.nature-shetland.co.uk/snh/noss.htm. 
 
We took the ‘ boating’ option for visiting Noss. Daily sailings are run by ‘ Seabirds and 
Seals’ out of Lerwick - see http://www.seabirds-and-seals.com. It is a three hour 
trip. We took the excursion that left at 2 pm on Saturday 27th May 2006. Fortunately the 
weather was good and the sea fairly calm. We headed northwards up Bressay Sound. 
Even this phase of the trip was exciting to a native of Edinburgh. There was plenty to see 
within the environs of Lerwick. Common Terns, Black Guillemots, Eider Ducks, Fulmars, 
Shags, Razorbills were all there. Out in the Sound Great Skuas inspected the boat. 
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As we started to head around the north west side we were able to have a good look at the 
birds breeding on  small, low relief, islands. At one time these islands were grazed by 
sheep. This use of the land has ceased and birds have taken over. It was particularly 
interesting  to see the colony of greater black backed gulls on one of these small islands. 
Through binoculars one could see their newly hatched chicks. 
 
We came out of the shelter of the Sound of Bressay to go around the north side of the 
island towards Aith Ness. Near the shore were some Red Breasted Mergansers. Heading 
towards the cliffs of Noss were a succession of gannets, flying low over the boat, with tufts 
of seaweed in their beaks. We were told that this resource for their nests had become 
available within the last day or two owing to a strong gale uprooting underwater forests of 
kelp. 
 

As we approached the 
cliffs of Noss we saw a 
rock shelf where a Great 
Black Backed Gull stood 
amidst eight shags drying 
their wings. The tour 
guides explained that the 
gull was operating an 
avian protection racket. It 
guarded the shags from 
other predators. In return 
the shags regurgitated 
pellets of bone and fishy 
fragements which the 
gulls are able to 
consume. Has anyone 
heard of this noteworthy 
symbiotic relationship 
elsewhere? 
 
The calm weather (and 
deep water) allowed the 
boat to approach the foot 
of the cliffs. This did not 
seem to concern the 
birds in the least. It 
allowed some 
unforgettable glimpses 
into the life of this 

‘seabird city’. There were plenty of opportunities to get astounding close up images on our 
digital cameras. See the ‘seabirds and seals’ web site to get some idea of what is possible. 
 
Off the cliffs there were ‘rafts’ of guillemots. The birds appeared to be washing themselves 
in sea water. It was explained to us that the birds were actually incorporating air into and 
underneath their feathers to provide extra insulation. Without this insulation they would not 
survive long on the open sea and would die of exposure. 
 
We saw the corpse of a gannet floating on the water a few metres from the boat. It was 
being systematically dealt with by two great skuas who ignored us. Our guide described 

BRESSAY 
NOSS 

SHETLAND 

Aith 
Ness 

Cradle Holm

Noss 
Sound 
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the bonxies as being the scaffies of the ‘seabird city’. They probably had not killed the 
gannet which had more likely died of old age. The great skuas quickly clean up the ‘city’ 
and so minimise disease and pollution.  
 
The return journey to Lerwick was around the south east tip of Noss - Cradle Holm - 
across to Bard Head, the southern cape of Bressay. There was much to see on this leg of 
the trip. The sights included communities of fulmars and a pair of red throated divers. 
 
A visit to Noss is much recommended however you decide to do it. Of course, in decent 
sea and weather conditions, the boat trip allows a glimpse of the colonies which will not be 
possible from a land vantage point. The boat can take 12 people. A trip would be 
particularly worthwhile if it was customised, by a small amount of negotiation, for a party of 
bird watchers.  A 10% discount is offered to parties of 4 or more - if bookings are made 
directly through the website. 
 
Des Loughney, June 2006 
 
 

Jamaica - St. Elizabeth and 
Westmoreland 4th-5th Jan 2006 (Part 2) 
 
We were greeted at daylight by a flock of Jamaican olive throated Parakeets chattering 
and screeching at each other from the top of the native Quick Stick tree in the yard.  The 
bright green of their plumage was magnificent in the early morning light and well worth 
delaying our departure to Bluefields slightly.  On the way down the property road to the 
main road we saw Shiny Cow-birds in company with European Starlings.  The Shiny 
Cowbird is having a devastating effect on small songbirds and is not controlled as yet. We 
also managed a sighting of three Killdeer Plovers in a small mud hole.  
 
The coastal road to Bluefields was previously known as The Old Post Road.  For much of 
the way it follows the rocky, indented coastline interspersed with long sandy beaches 
backed by bright green mangrove.  There are regular and tantalisingly tempting views of 
the blue and turquoise Caribbean throughout the 20 minute journey. 
 
Historically, Bluefields is of great importance.  It was home to Jamaica’s earliest 
inhabitants – The Taino Indians and both Henry Morgan and Captain Bligh (breadfruit and 
Mutiny on the Bounty fame) lived here briefly.  It was also the chosen base of Philip Henry 
Gosse (Victorian naturalist) when he visited Jamaica between 1844 and 1846.  For, it was 
here that he wrote his two famous books which still remain classics – A Naturalists Sojourn 
in Jamaica and Birds of Jamaica.  These are now rare and very expensive books.  Our 
bird watching tour was to follow in his footsteps on the lower slopes of the Bluefields 
Mountains.  His wonderful descriptions of the area, its wide ranging flora and flora, the 
amazing views, still remain current.  He thoroughly deserved his title – The Father of 
Jamaican ornithology.  
 
In seeking birds in this area we have to keep in mind another form of migration pattern 
here in Jamaica - altitudinal. In winter, many species of birds come down from the 
mountains in search of fruit and berries which mature earlier at lower altitudes. They move 
up again in the spring. So, leaving the coast at Belmont, we drove via River Top to the 
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start point of our walk on an overgrown parochial road at an altitude of around 450 feet 
above sea level.  On either side of the track was a forest of trees – including Poinciana, 
Logwood, Wormwood, and Silk Cotton.  On the shady path we found our first endemic of 
the day almost immediately – male and female Jamaican Euphonia moving through the 
canopy of the trees to descend on the fruit of the Jamaican Cherry Fig. After this, the 
endemic sightings came fast and furiously – Jamaican Woodpecker, Jamaican Becard, 
Jamaican Vireo and Rufous-tailed Flycatcher, all the time flying above us were Turkey 
vultures, we were also treated to a fly past of a Red tailed Hawk.  On a slender branch of a 
Poinciana our guide pointed out the moss, lichen and cobweb tiny nest of a Red-billed 
Streamertail.  The female, its head and beak protruding over the edge swayed gently in 
the light breeze. I was told that these birds usually lay two eggs and have been known to 
have three broods in succession.   
 
In front of me I saw some movement and glimpsed an endemic Arrow-headed Warbler. It 
was characteristically foraging in a thicket of twigs: unlike the migrant Black-and-White 
Warbler (also seen) with which it is sometimes confused, it does not creep up tree trunks.  
Then, from the same vantage point a male Jamaican Stripe headed tanager was observed 
on a bare branch: its striped head and golden and orange breast shining dramatically in 
the morning sun.  We heard the White-chinned Thrush calling on a regular basis 
throughout the morning session and saw it many times. Like the European Blackbird, it 
forages noisily among the leaves and debris on the forest floor.  
Moving off on another forest trail, we came across a Worm Eating Warbler.  It was feeding 
very close to the ground in dense undergrowth. We were lucky to be able to watch it for 
several minutes at close range. This species I’m told is a relatively uncommon visitor to 
Jamaica.  
 

As we returned towards the 
transport, we were 
suddenly stopped by one of 
the guides who had spotted 
a pair of Jamaican Todies. 
These diminutive green 
plumaged birds with a red 
throat were taking it in turns 
to fly at an earth bank. It 
very soon became obvious 
that they were scraping the 
earth with their feet and 
had just commenced 
excavating a nest burrow.  
The beautiful  pair of insect 
eating  birds, a mere 10 
feet away,  took absolutely 
no notice of us and just 

continued their gargantuan task to tunnel around one foot into the soft bank. 
 
An excellent lunch was taken at a small restaurant beside Bluefields Bay.  The bird 
watching continued though between mouthfuls – a Wilson’s Plover was added to the list 
and there was another opportunity to watch at close hand a Spotted Sandpiper (without its 
distinguishing spots).   
It was though, soon time to get back to the serious bird watching – this time on a grass 
and scrubland area about 20 feet from the water’s edge. We were especially searching for 
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the endemic Yellow-shouldered Grass Quit.  In the morning we had the odd fleeting 
glimpse. In the afternoon, our patience was rewarded. We had a number of excellent 
sightings of this beautiful bird with its black head, golden shoulders and russet under-tail. 
Warblers featured strongly in this area: Black-throated Blue, American Redstart, Black-
and-White Warbler and the relatively uncommon (in Jamaica) Magnolia Warbler and 
Yellow-throated Warbler.  We also had the opportunity to see where a Yellow-bellied 
Sapsucker had been feeding – in this area it had ringed a number of Indian Almond trees. 
Next came the Greater Antillean Bullfinch, locally known as Jack Sparrow. It loves to pick 
at blossoms and flower buds.  The male is glossy black above and below with an orange-
rufous superciliary stripe, throat and under-tail coverts. Our final birds of the day in this 
excellent area were the endemic Jamaican Elaenia together with the Caribbean Dove and 
the gold, yellow and black, Jamaican Oriole (both Jamaican endemic-sub-species).  We 
also heard a Gray Catbird calling in the distance, but were unfortunately unable to catch 
sight of it. 
 
So, with the end of our two day tour fast approaching, I just had time to add a Northern 
Waterthrush to the list as we returned to our base at Belmont.  It was foraging busily 
between the roots of a Red Mangrove.   
 
(Helms identification Guide: Birds of the West Indies, was one of the best books that I 
travelled with.) 
 
William Edmond, April 2006 
 
 

Birding in the North East 
 
Loch of Strathbeg is a long way from Edinburgh but Lothian birders have been known to 
make the trip to that area twitching such things as Barrow’s Goldeneye and Ross’s Gull. 
 
If making a casual visit as I did while on a short holiday up North, you may find that the 
Tower hide is closed. As birding from that hide provides 80% of the reason for  visiting the  
RSPB reserve, check availability to avoid a wasted trip - 01346 532 017. I phoned the 
manager on 23 August and was told he hoped to have the hide open by mid-September. It 
will be open for the goose season. 
 
Access by car across the airfield to the two lochside hides is now controlled by an 
entryphone system and a lethal barrier raised on request. Best to get your passenger to 
operate and replace the phone so you can drive through before the barrier comes down on 
the car. I was on my own and was lucky to make it!  
 
The Ythan estuary above the road bridge provides rewarding viewing especially around 
high tide from the Waulkmill hide accessed from the minor road which runs between the A 
975 and the A90 near Ellon. I had 3 Ospreys and 2 Greenshank there on 1 August as well 
as lots of common waders. Having got quite cold after 2 hours in the hide - well it was 
raining and the wind was N W 6/7- I made it to Ellon for a good cup of real coffee in a 
centre run by the church. There’s also an excellent chippie in Ellon.       
 
Ken Mackenzie, August 2006 
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Who Ate All The Flies? 
 
You may have noticed that on a small number of dates in July/August every year, massive 
numbers of flying ants take to the air, and become a tasty feast for large flocks of Gulls 
and other birds.  In fact there were so many ants this year that - according to the BBC - 
terrified Glaswegians jammed the council switchboard when they appeared.   (They're 
obviously not as hard as they'd like us to think over there.)  If you've ever wondered what 
the ants are up to, I can now reveal the answer thanks to some diligent research by 
Stephen Welch. 
 
The ants concerned are likely to be Black Garden Ants (Lasius niger), and the flying forms 
are fertile males and females, which have left their nests to perform their 2-3 hour mating 
flights. These flights are synchronised with other colonies, and it's thought that 
temperature, humidity, and wind speed are all factors in the timing of the event.  Where I 
live, the main exodus this year took place on 24th July, with smaller numbers on 16th 
August.  After mating, the males all die, and the mated females (or 'queens') drop to the 
ground, where they shed their wings and find a place to hybernate for the winter.  In the 
spring, the queens wake up, and each proceeds to raise a colony of sterile worker ants, 
which will serve her for the rest of her life (of up to 15 years).  In the early summer, she 
lays some special eggs, which will grow into fertile, winged, male and female ants...and 
the whole process starts again.  So now you know... 
 
Stephen Hunter and Stephen Welch, August 2006 
 
 

Lothian SOC Outings 
 
Coming Up... 

15th Oct: Lindisfarne 
18th-21st Nov: Islay long weekend 

10th Dec: Aberlady LNR and Christmas Lunch 
14th Jan: Fife, including Ruddon's Point and Kilconquhar Loch 
18th Feb: Baron's Haugh RSPB 

11th March: Birnie and Gaddon Lochs, Fife 
15th April: John Muir Country Park and the East Lothian Coast 
13th May: Dawn Chorus at Hadfast Valley SWT 

3rd Jun: Perthshire walk 
 
Details are available at branch meetings, or from Jacky Robinson on 0131 449 7881 (Islay 
weekend), and Gillian Herbert on 0131 337 0767 (all other trips). 
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Lothian Bird Sightings 
 
JULY 
At Aberlady, 5 Little Terns on 19th; a Curlew Sandpiper on 20th; a Greenshank from 
20th-25th; a Roseate Tern on 22nd; a Green Sandpiper on 25th. 
 
At Cramond, 1-2 Greenshanks on various dates; a Roseate Tern on 12th; 9 Manx 
Shearwaters on 12th and 20 on 17th; 125 Black-tailed Godwits on 17th; a Scaup from 
21st-29th. 
 
At Hound Point, 11 Manx Shearwaters on 10th and 62 on 13th; a Roseate Tern on 13th 
and 9 on 31st; 3 Arctic Skuas on 31st. 
 
At Musselburgh, 2 Black-throated Divers (off Fisherrow) on 2nd and 1 on 30th; 122 
Black-tailed Godwits on 3rd and 174 on 17th; a fem/imm Marsh Harrier on 5th and 20th; 
up to 4 Little Gulls; 5 Manx Shearwaters on 6th; a Black Guillemot from 11th; a 
Greenshank on several dates; 3 on 30th; a Wood Sandpiper on 16th; 2 Arctic Skuas on 
20th; a Black Tern on 20th; a Ruff on 21st and 23rd; an ad Mediterranean Gull on 22nd. 
 
At Portobello/Joppa, 2 Black-throated Divers on 2nd and 3rd, and 1 on 13th; 2 Arctic 
Skuas on 4th; approx 70 Manx Shearwaters on 19th. 
 
At Tyninghame/Belhaven, up to 16 Greenshanks; ad + juv Roseate Terns on 22nd and 6 
on 29th; a Great Skua on 29th; an Arctic Skua on 29th; a Little Gull on 29th. 
 
In Edinburgh, 2 Roseate Terns off Queensferry on 30th. 
 
Around East Lothian, 10 Manx Shearwaters off Port Seton on 2nd; Quails singing nr 
North Berwick on 12th, 3-4 nr Longniddry 19th, 1 nr Longniddry on 29th; a Little Gull off 
Ferny Ness on 15th; a Bee-eater over Pitcox (Dunbar) on 18th; a Yellow Wagtail nr 
Longniddry on 29th; a Greenshank at Thorntonloch on 30th; a Yellow Wagtail at 
Skateraw on 30th. 
 
JUNE 
At Aberlady, an Osprey overhead on 3rd; a Grey-headed Wagtail on 11th; a Great 
Northern Diver on 15th; 50+ Manx Shearwaters on 15th; a Curlew Sandpiper on 16th. 
 
In the Lammermuirs, 5 Cuckoos nr Whiteadder on 13th. 
 
At Musselburgh, a Little Ringed Plover on 2nd and a different bird on 9th; a drake Surf 
Scoter up to 12th at least; 3 Gadwall on 8th; a hybrid Grey-headed Wagtail on 10th; a 
Little Stint on 10th and 11th; 2 Manx Shearwaters on 10th; 65 on 14th; 2 Grasshopper 
Warblers on 19th; a Roseate Tern on 24th; 2 Black-throated Divers off Fisherrow on 
30th. 
 
In the Pentlands, a Greenshank at Bavelaw on 4th; up to 5 Cuckoos nr Loganlea from 
13th-16th. 
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Around Edinburgh, 2 Roseate Terns at Port Edgar on 3rd; 9 Manx Shearwaters east of 
the Forth bridges on 4th; a Great Northern Diver off Joppa/Portobello throughout the 
month; 8 Manx Shearwaters off Joppa on 30th. 
 
Around East Lothian, a Grasshopper Warbler at Begbie Wood, Haddington on 1st; 
Quails singing nr Haddington on 1st, nr Tranent on 4th, nr Spott (Dunbar) on 17th, and nr 
Garvald (Gifford) on 19th; an Osprey over Peaston (Pencaitland) on 23rd. 
 
MAY 
At Aberlady, a Little Ringed Plover on 1st; a Merlin on 1st; a Tree Pipit on 1st; a 
Grashopper Warbler near the village on 1st and at Gullane on 6th; a Spoonbill from 5th-
10th; a Buff-breasted Sandpiper from 6th-13th; 2 Lesser Whitethroats on 10th; a Manx 
Shearwater on 14th; an Arctic Skua on 14th; 2 Dark-bellied Brent Geese on 14th. 
 
At Barns Ness, a Little Gull on 4th; 3 Yellow Wagtails on 4th; 3 White Wagtails on 4th 
and 1 on 7th; 1-2 Grasshopper Warblers on 4th; a Manx Shearwater on 21st and 12 on 
30th; a Great Skua on 21st. 
 
In the Lammermuirs, a Ring Ouzel on 17th. 
 
At Musselburgh, a Grasshopper Warbler on 1st; a pale-bellied Brent Goose on 1st; a 
Jack Snipe on 1st; a Ruff from 8th-18th; a drake Garganey on 8th and 9th; a Curlew 
Sandpiper on 9th, 10th, and 18th; a Greenshank on 10th; a Golden Oriole on 11th; a 
Turtle Dove on 11th; a Black Guillemot on 20th and 26th; a Manx Shearwater on 22nd; 
10 on 27th; a drake Surf Scoter on 26th and 27th; a Little Ringed Plover on 26th; a 
Great Skua on 27th 
 
On the Pentlands, 1-2 Dotterel on Carnethy Hill on various dates; a Cuckoo near 
Bavelaw Castle on 2nd and 7th, 2 at Loganlea on 7th, 3 at Glencorse/Loganlea on 9th; a 
Greenshank at Bavelaw on 2nd; at least 1 pair of Ring Ouzels. 
 
At Tyninghame/Belhaven, a Buff-breasted Sandpiper on 4th and 5th; 4 Crossbills on 
12th; a Brent Goose on 12th; a Spoonbill on 7th. 
 
Around Edinburgh, a Grasshopper Warbler at Broomhills on 2nd; a Lesser Whitethroat 
in Holyrood Park on 3rd, 4th, and 7th; a Lesser Whitethroat at Westburn Avenue on 2nd, 
15th and 16th; a drake Surf Scoter off Portobello on 26th; a Roseate Tern off Port Edgar 
on 29th; a Honey Buzzard over Balgreen on 29th; a Black Guillemot off Portobello on 
26th and 29th. 
 
Around East Lothian, a Cuckoo on Dunbar Common on 3rd; a drake Surf Scoter in 
Gosford Bay on 4th and 15th; an Iberian Chiffchaff at Pitcox on 5th, then Pressmennan 
Wood 6th-13th; an Osprey over Torness on 12th; 7 Yellow Wagtails between Torness 
and East Barns on 12th; a Grasshopper Warbler nr Ormiston on 13th; 2 pairs of 
Garganey at Scoughall on 15th; an Osprey over Skateraw on 16th; a Ruff at Port Seton 
on 18th; a Hobby over Peaston (Pencaitland) on 19th; a Lesser Whitethroat nr Tranent 
on 22nd. 
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In Midlothian, an American Robin at Pentland Science Park on 4th, and Bilston on 12th. 
 
Around West Lothian, a Water Rail at Bathgate Bog on 3rd; a Nuthatch at Hopetoun 
House on 12th. 
 
Thanks to Eleanor Hurley and everyone who contributed to these records. 
 
 

Mystery Bird 
 
Identify the species pictured below.  (It's the little dot near the top.)  The answer will be 
published in the next issue. 
 

 
 
The last mystery bird was a Pheasant chick, photographed by Andrea De Pree in her 
garden. 
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