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Executive Summary  

Annual monitoring of the distribution and abundance wintering waterbirds is carried out in the 

Republic of Ireland by the Irish Wetland Bird Survey (I -WeBS). This monitoring programme , which 

commenced during the 1994/95 season, is funded by  the National Parks and Wildlife Service and 

coordinated by the I -WeBS Office based at BirdWatch Ireland. I-WeBS monitors coastal wetland sites 

together with inland lakes, turlo ughs, rivers and callows. As I-WeBS is unsuitable for monitoring 

some waterbird habitats (e.g. non-estuarine coastline), data from the  Non-estuarine Coastal Waterbird 

Survey (NEWS) and a number of species-specific surveys were integrated with I -WeBS data to 

estimate national population size and trends for a range of waterbird species. I-WeBS, together with 

these other surveys, therefore provide s the principal tool used in the monitoring and conservation of 

wintering waterbird populations in Ireland and the wetlands upon which they rely. Importantly these 

data underpin reporting under Article 12 of the EU Birds Directive and thus for monitoring and 

assessing the efficacy of the Directive for the conservation of birdlife on a national and European scale. 

This report  provide s a single comprehensive account on the current population status of wintering 

waterbirds and their key sites in the Republic of Ireland for the period 2009/10 ɬ 2015/16. A total of 694 

sites were surveyed, 345 of which were covered in three or more seasons. Detailed accounts are 

provided for 72 regularly -occurring waterbird species ; comprising ƘƔɯÚ×ÌÊÐÌÚɯÞÐÛÏÐÕɯÛÏÌɯȿÞÐÓËÍÖÞÓɯÈÕËɯ

ÈÓÓÐÌÚɀɯÊÈÛÌÎÖÙàɯȹÚÞÈÕÚȮɯÎÌÌÚÌȮɯËÜÊÒÚȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÈÓÓÐÌÚȺȮɯƖƖɯÞÈËÐÕÎɯÉÐÙËɯÚ×ÌÊÐÌÚ, and 10 gull species. For 

each regularly -occurring waterbird species , a national (and all -Ireland) population estimate is 

provided. Furthermore,  it was possible to calculate population trends for 34 of these species. Summary 

data are provided for an additional  63 non-regularly -occurring wa terbird species.  

The total number of waterbirds wintering in Ireland was estimated at 757,910 waterbirds  for the 

period 2011/12 ɬ 2015/16, which represents a 15% decline since the period  2006/07 ɬ 2010/11. Of the 19 

wildfowl and ally species that were ass essed, 17 species are showing declining trends over the recent 

five year period , with Scaup showing the greatest decline (>80%). Over the recent 22-year period, 

three species (Goldeneye, Pochard and Scaup) have declined by >50% and a further seven species 

have declined by 25ɬ50% (Mallard, Pintail, Red-breasted Merganser, Shoveler, Tufted Duck and 

Wigeon). Conversely, Little Egret and Gadwall have increased by >50% over the 22-year period, and 

Grey Heron and Little Grebe have increased by 25ɬ50%. Light -belli ed Brent and Barnacle geese 

populations have increased in the long-term but shown population declines in the short term. 

Greenland White-fronted Goose, Icelandic Greylag Goose and Bewick Swan populations show 

continued declines while Whoope r Swan have increased across all time periods assessed. 

Nine of the 10 wader species assessed are showing declining trends over the recent five year period, 

with Knot showing the greatest decline (48%). Four wader species have declined by >50% over the 22-

year period (Dun lin, Grey Plover, Lapwing and Purple Sandpiper ), while three others (Black-tailed 

Godwit, Greenshank and Sanderling) have increased by >50% during the same period. It was not 

possible to calculate population trends for gull species. 

Population data were also used to calculate thresholds relating to site importance at both the national 

and international (flyway) level. A total of 47 sites supported numbers of international importance 

and a further 85 sites supported numbers of national importance. Cork Harbo ur, Dublin Bay, Dundalk 

Bay, Lough Swilly , and Wexford Harbour and Slobs each supported over 20,000 wintering waterbirds, 

a criteria under the Ramsar Convention used to identify sites of international importance.  

This report also includes an assessment of the current pressures and predicted  future threats facing 

(ÙÌÓÈÕËɀÚɯÞÐÕÛÌÙÐÕÎɯÞÈÛÌÙÉÐÙËÚȭ Based on this assessment, the most significant pressures and threats 

are: climate change, energy production (e.g. wind farms) , hunting, recreational and other distur bance, 

shellfish harvesting and aquaculture , as well as afforestation, bycatch, and mixed source water 

pollution/eutrophication . A synthesis of these pressures and threats is included, highlighting 

information gaps where applicable.  
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1 Introduction  

Overwintering waterbirds are one of the most conspicuous and numerous elements  of the Irish 

avifauna. Ireland has an abundance of wetlands, both coastal and inland, and while these are 

biodiversity -rich habitats year-round, numbers of birds surge at these wetlands each autumn with the 

arrival of migratory waterbirds. The majority of  species that occur in Ireland migrate from breeding 

grounds in the north and north -west (principally Canada, Greenland and Iceland) or from the north -

east (Scotland and northern continental Europe, including Scandinavia, Russia and Siberia) (Wetlands 

International, 2012). IrelandɀÚɯÎÌÖÎÙÈ×ÏÐÊɯ×ÖÚÐÛÐÖÕɯ×ÓÈÊÌÚɯÐÛɯÈÓÖÕÎɯÈÕɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÛɯÔÐÎÙÈÛÖÙàɯÙÖÜÛÌ ɬ the 

East Atlantic Flyway  ɬ with birds travelling from northern breeding grounds to Ireland and to other 

important wintering areas farther south.  (ÙÌÓÈÕËɀÚɯÙÌÓÈÛÐvely mild climate, moderated by the influences 

of the Atlantic Ocean and Gulf Stream, together with its diversity and abundance of productive 

wetland habitats, make it particularly attractive for wintering waterbirds, especially when other parts 

of northwe st Europe are frozen over. While many waterbirds remain in Ireland for the duration of the 

winter, others occur on passage before migrating further south.  

3ÏÌɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÊÌɯÖÍɯ(ÙÌÓÈÕËɀÚɯÞÌÛÓÈÕËÚɯÍÖÙɯÞÐÕÛÌÙÐÕÎɯÞÈÛÌÙÉÐÙËÚɯÏÈÚɯÓÖÕÎɯÉÌÌÕɯÙÌÊÖÎÕÐÚÌËɯËÜÌɯÛÖɯÌÈÙÓàɯ

national surveys undertaken during the 1970s (Hutchinson, 1979) and repeated during the 1980s 

(Sheppard, 1993). In 1994/95, the Irish Wetland Bird Survey (I-WeBS) was initiated. It is funded by  the 

National Parks and Wildlife Service and coordinated by the I-WeBS Office based at BirdWatch 

Ireland.  The primary objective of I -WeBS is to monitor the numbers and distribution of waterbird 

populations wintering in the Republic of Ireland, and the survey focuses on wintering waterbirds, as 

opposed to autumn and spr ing migrants. I -WeBS runs in parallel with the UK Wetland Bird Survey 

(WeBS), which covers Britain and Northern Ireland.  

I-WeBS monitors coastal wetland sites together with inland lakes, turloughs, rivers and callows. 

However, the survey methods are unsuit able for some waterbird species that utilise other habitats, 

such as non-wetland habitat (e.g. terrestrial grassland), non-estuarine coastline, small and ephemeral 

wetlands, and the open sea; the latter of which is difficult to monitor from land -based surveys. 

Consequently, a number of additional, taxa -specific surveys are conducted on an annual or multi -

annual basis for !ÌÞÐÊÒɀÚɯ2ÞÈÕɯCygnus columbianus bewickii, Whooper Swan Cygnus cygnus, Barnacle 

Goose Branta leucopsis, Icelandic Greylag Goose Anser anser, Greenland White-fronted Goose Anser 

albifrons flavirostris and Light -bellied Brent Goose Branta bernicla hrota. These surveys are coordinated 

largely by specialist working groups and better account for the number and relative abundance of 

these species, than I-WeBS data alone. In addition, the Non-estuarine Coastal Waterbird Survey 

(NEWS) is undertaken approximately every nine years  and provides data on the abundance and 

distribution of waterbirds along non -estuarine coasts not monitored during I -WeBS counts, and 

particularly important for species such as Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula, Sanderling Calidris alba, 

Purple Sandpiper Calidris maritima and Turnstone Arenaria interpres. 

Collectively, the waterbird data collected have been used to provide a basis for site selection and 

designation of Special Protection Areas (SPAs) under the European Birds Directive (2009/147/EC), and 

for reporting on the long -term monitoring of these wetland sites. In addition, these data enable the 

population size and trends  of a range of waterbird species to be described. Further, the results often 

form the basis for informed decision -making by planners, conservationists and developers on the 

sustainable use and management of wetland habitats and their waterbird communities.  I-WeBS, 

together with the targeted surveys, therefore provide the principal tools used in the conservation of 

wintering waterbird populations in Ireland and the wetlands that they rely upon.  

This report provides a summary of wintering waterbird data coll ected from 2009/10 to 2015/16 

inclusive, following on from earlier reports (Delany, 1996, 1997, Colhoun, 1999, 2000, 2001a, 2001b, 

Crowe, 2005, and Boland & Crowe, 2012). Overviews of results for all seasons covered by this report 

are presented elsewhere (Crowe et al., 2011, 2012b; Boland et al., 2014; Crowe et al., 2016; Lewis et al., 

2016; Lewis et al., 2017b; and Burke et al., 2018a). However, this report, while combining information 
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on site assessment and waterbird numbers and trends, aims to provide a single comprehensive 

account on the current status of waterbirds and their key sites in the Republic of Ireland.  
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2 Methods  

2.1 Waterbirds covered by the scheme  

3ÏÌɯÛÌÙÔɯȿÞÈÛÌÙÉÐÙËÚɀɯÐÚɯËÌÍÐÕÌËɯÈÚɯÉÐÙËÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÙÌɯÌÊÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓÓàɯËÌ×ÌÕËÌÕÛɯÖÕɯÞÌÛÓÈÕËÚɯȹ1ÈÔsar 

Convention, 1971) and is synonymous with waterfowl (Wetlands International, 2012). A waterbird 

population is a distinct assemblage of individuals of a species, where there is little immigration or 

emigration, occasionally resulting in a definitive gene  pattern and thus recognition as a unique species 

or subspecies. There is often overlap of populations at some stage of the annual life-cycle, but most 

species tend to remain isolated in their flyways (Wetlands International, 2006). For the purposes of 

thi s report, the term waterbird includes species in the families Anatidae (swans, geese and ducks), 

Gaviidae (divers), Podicipedidae (grebes), Rallidae (Water Rail Rallus aquaticus, Moorhen Gallinula 

chloropus and Coot Fulica atra), Haematopodidae (oystercatchers), Charadriidae (plovers, lapwings), 

Scolopacidae (sandpipers, curlews, woodcocks, phalaropes) and Laridae (gulls and terns, excluding 

Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla). It also includes Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo, Shag Phalacrocorax aristotelis, 

Little Egret Egretta garzetta, Grey Heron Ardea cinerea and Kingfisher Alcedo atthis (with no species 

account provided for the latter) . While counts of gulls and terns are optional under I -WeBS, they are 

encouraged. 

Note: the taxonomy and nomenclature followed in this report follows that of the List of birds of the 

European Union (EU Commission, 2018), as per reporting requirements under Article 12 of the Birds 

Directive for the period 2013-2018.   

2.2 The Core Count Scheme 

I-WeBS counts are undertaken by a network of skilled amateur ornithologists and professional staff of 

the partner organisations. Large sites require a team of counters and participants are encouraged to 

try to coordinate counts of adjacent sites between which waterbird movements are likely to occ ur, 

hence the scheme is facilitated on a local basis by voluntary Local Coordinators. 

Counts conducted for I -WeBS are known as core counts, and are undertaken once per month between 

September and March inclusive. Count dates are pre-determined in order to maximise coordination of 

counts across the entire country, and thereby minimise duplication. While counts are recommended in 

all seven months, this is not always achieved so emphasis is put on achieving monthly counts during 

the mid -winter period of Novemb er to February when waterbird numbers of most species reach their 

peak. Counters are particularly encouraged to undertake counts in January as these totals contribute 

to the International Waterbird Census each year, coordinated by Wetlands International.  

It is recommended that counts are conducted over a short time period (up to three hours) on 

recommended dates, or on the nearest appropriate date, and that there is at least a three week gap 

between successive count dates. This flexibility is important to allow for local conditions such as 

counter availability and weather conditions. Further, it is recommended that counts of coastal sites be 

carried out at or near high tide. For these reasons, dates on mid-month weekends with high tides as 

close to midday as possible are usually selected and, given differences in tidal cycle regimes around 

Ireland, counts for south and west coast sites are scheduled one week later than those of east coast and 

inland sites.  

Occasionally, extra counts within some months are submitted for a site. In this situation, the count that 

was conducted on or near the pre-determined date is selected as a core count, and all others are 

thereafter referred to as duplicate counts.  
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2.3 Count methods  

I-WeBS uses the well-established technique of counting the numbers of waterbirds at wetland sites by 

ÛÏÌɯȿÓÖÖÒ-ÚÌÌɀɯÔÌÛÏÖËɯȹ!ÐÉÉàɯet al., 1992) which involves counters recording the number of individuals 

of each waterbird species within their defined count area during each monthly survey.  

Large sites are subdivided into smaller count units (subsites) to facilitate coverage by an individual or 

small group of counters. Large sites usually require a team of counters to ensure that counts are 

conducted over a relatively short period (within three hou rs), thus minimising duplicate counting of 

birds, particularly for those species that move extensively. Data for each count unit covered are 

submitted separately on specially designed forms, or are submitted on-line. 

In addition to ground -based core counts, aerial surveys are sometimes undertaken to facilitate 

coverage of large and inaccessible sites over a short period of time (usually less than two hours per 

site). Five sites have been covered by aerial survey between November and January on a regular 

seasonal basis: the Shannon and Fergus Estuary, Lough Derg, Shannon Callows, Little Brosna Callows 

and River Suck Callows. Lough Ree is included occasionally. Aerial surveys have some limitations 

however. For example, while all birds may be seen, the accuracy of counts is sacrificed due to the 

difficulties with identification of the smaller and more scattered species, along with the necessity to 

provide rapid estimates, particularly where large mixed flocks are concerned.  

2.4 Additional related surveys  

I-WeBS monitors the larger coastal wetland sites together with inland lakes, turloughs, rivers and 

callows. However, the resulting dataset is incomplete for some waterbird species that utilise other 

habitats, such as non-wetland habitat (e.g. grassland used by many species, particularly foraging 

geese and swans), non-estuarine coastline, small and ephemeral wetlands, and the open sea; the latter 

of which is obviously difficult to monitor from land -based surveys (Crowe, 2005). Accordingly, a 

number of additional, taxa-specific surveys are conducted on an annual or multi -annual basis. These 

include: 

International Migratory Swan Census: Coordinated international censuses of the two migratory swan 

Ú×ÌÊÐÌÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÐÕÛÌÙɯÐÕɯ(ÙÌÓÈÕËȮɯ!ÌÞÐÊÒɀÚɯ2ÞÈÕɯÈÕËɯ6ÏÖÖ×ÌÙɯ2ÞÈÕȮɯÏÈÝÌɯÉÌen organised at four or five -

yearly intervals since 1986. This census is carried out over one weekend in January, which usually 

coincides with the dates chosen for the mid-winter International Waterbird Census. Counts in the 

Republic of Ireland are organised under the auspices of I-WeBS and the Irish Whooper Swan Study 

Group (IWSSG).  

International Census of Greenland Barnacle Goose: Separate aerial surveys of wintering Barnacle 

Goose from the north-east Greenland breeding population have been conducted in spring (late March/ 

early April) every four to five years, since 1956/57. These geese predominantly overwinter on offshore 

and nearshore islands along the west coast of Ireland. A few regularly -used mainland sites are usually 

ground -counted simultaneously.   

Icelandic breeding Goose Census: All sites known to support Icelandic Greylag Goose are surveyed 

annually over one weekend in November. Known feral flocks are not included in associated 

population estimates. From November 2018, Pink-footed Goose was included as a target species in 

this survey in the Republic of Ireland.  

Greenland White -fronted Goose Census: This species is concentrated at relatively few sites during the 

winter and as many are non-wetland sites, this species is not well monitored using I -WeBS counts 

alone. Annual censuses of Greenland White-fronted Goose are carried out in Ireland and Britain 

during spring and autumn each season by NPWS Staff and members of the Greenland White-fronted 

Goose Study Group. 
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All -Ireland Light -bellied Brent Goose Census: Special surveys of Light-bellied Brent Goose (from the 

high arctic, north -east Canadian breeding population) have been in operation since 1996, with winter 

counts in Ireland going back to 1960. These are organised by the Irish Brent Goose Research Group 

(IBGRG). Currently, annual surveys are carried out at all well -known sites.  

Non-estuarine Coastal Waterbird Survey (NEWS): Very few tracts of open coastline are surveyed 

during core counts, largely due to manpower constraints. Several waterbird spe cies, particularly those 

that use sandy, shingle and rocky shore substrates or inshore waters, are therefore poorly censused. 

The first thorough non -estuarine waterbird census was conducted in the Republic of Ireland during 

the 1997/98 season (Colhoun & Newton 2000), a second census was carried out during 2006/07 (Crowe 

et al., 2012a) and a third during the 2015/16 season (Lewis et al., 2017a).  

Special census data have been included in this report where appropriate, and the sources of these data 

are gratefully acknowledged.  

2.5 Data analyses and interpretation  

This report presents individual species accounts for all regularly -occurring waterbird species recorded 

in the Republic of Ireland during winter. This report follows on from the previous ly  reported period 

(2001/02 ɬ 2008/09) (Boland & Crowe, 2012), in that site assessment data are provided for the period 

2009/10 ɬ ƖƔƕƙɤƕƚȮɯÈÓÛÏÖÜÎÏɯÚÜÔÔÈÙàɯËÈÛÈɯȹÌȭÎȭɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÈÕËɯ×ÌÈÒÚȺɯÙÌÓÈÛÌɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯȿÊÜÙÙÌÕÛɯ×ÌÙÐÖËɀɯ

defined as the recent five-year period 2011/12 ɬ 2015/ƕƚȭɯ%ÖÙɯÞÈÛÌÙÉÐÙËɯÚ×ÌÊÐÌÚȮɯȿÙÌÎÜÓÈÙɀɯÐÚɯËÌÍÐÕÌËɯ

here as a species that occurred at a site in five out of the seven seasons assessed (i.e. between 2009/10 ɬ 

2015/16). Various levels of data are presented and the following sections provide  information as to 

how these data were compiled. 

2.5.1 Waterbird population estimates   

Obtaining estimates of the total number of waterbirds that winter in Ireland is important for a number 

of reasons. In addition to the scientific requirement to obtain such estimates and understand how 

numbers may cÏÈÕÎÌɯÖÝÌÙɯÛÐÔÌɯȹÚÌÌɯȿÛÙÌÕËÚɀ section below), as a member of the European Union and 

ÚÐÎÕÈÛÖÙàɯ ÛÖɯ $4ɯ #ÐÙÌÊÛÐÝÌɯ ƖƔƔƝɤƕƘƛɤ$"ɯ ȹÛÏÌɯ ȿ!ÐÙËÚɯ #ÐÙÌÊÛÐÝÌɀȺȮɯ (ÙÌÓÈÕËɯ ÐÚɯ ÖÉÓÐÎÌËɯ ÛÖɯ ÔÖÕÐÛÖÙɯ ÐÛÚɯ

waterbirds and provide for their conservation. A s a consequence, population estimates based on I-

6Ì!2ɯÈÕËɯÖÛÏÌÙɯËÈÛÈɯÈÙÌɯÈÕɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÛɯÊÖÔ×ÖÕÌÕÛɯÖÍɯ(ÙÌÓÈÕËɀÚɯÙÌ×ÖÙÛÐÕÎɯ×ÙÖÊÌÚÚɯȹ ÙÛÐÊÓÌɯƕƖȺɯÛÖɯ

Europe. 

Burke et al. (2018b) provide updated population estimates for a total of 44 waterbird species, based on 

calculations of I -WeBS data together with data from more targeted surveys (e.g. goose and swan 

species censuses). All-Ireland estimates were calculated using a five-year mean for the period 2011/12-

2015/16; consistent with the approach used previously in Ireland (e.g. Crowe & Holt, 2013; Crowe et 

al., 2008) and also consistent with the current data period reported here. Full details describing the 

analysis and modelling procedures can be found in Burke et al. (2018b). Note that population 

estimates are not generated for species that are currently not monitored adequately by I -WeBS 

methodology. These include species that can occur considerable distances offshore, such as the divers 

and seaducks, skulking species such as Moorhen, Water Rail and Snipe, and gulls which are not 

routinely counted.   

2.5.2 Trends and annual indices  

As the same sites are not necessarily covered by I-WeBS in all months and seasons, relative changes in 

waterbird numbers cannot be determined simply by comparing the total number of birds  counted 

each season. Statistical modelling techniques have therefore been developed that enable relative 

changes in numbers to be estimated from incomplete datasets.  
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The first stage in the analysis was therefore to produce a modelled (imputed) count esti mate where 

counts for a given month were missing or where a count was flagged as poor quality (e.g. due to poor 

visibility). To minimise the level of imputation and improve the overall analysis, only sites which had 

good count coverage (i.e. over 50% of occasions across the entire period) were included  (after 

4ÕËÌÙÏÐÓÓɯ ȫɯ /ÙņÚ-)ÖÕÌÚȮɯ ƕƝƝƘȺȭɯ 3ÏÌɯ 4ÕËÌÙÏÐÓÓɯ (ÕËÌßɯ ȹ4ÕËÌÙÏÐÓÓɯ ȫɯ /ÙņÚ-Jones, 1994) modelling 

approach was used to impute missing/poor quality counts, which uses a multiplicative log -linear 

index model w ÐÛÏɯÚÐÛÌȮɯàÌÈÙɯÈÕËɯÔÖÕÛÏɯÍÈÊÛÖÙÚɯȹ4ÕËÌÙÏÐÓÓɯȫɯ/ÙņÚ-Jones, 1994). The resulting dataset for 

the subset of sites was therefore complete for all months and seasons and comprised a combination of 

actual count data and imputed count data. For each species, counts were then summed over all 

months and over all sites to provide a season total. The season counts were then indexed by 

constraining the value for the first season (1994/95) to 1, and totals for all other seasons were expressed 

relative to this baseline. It is important to assess population trends using data that represents the 

period when the population was at its most stable. For all species other than wading birds, season 

totals are calculated by summing all monthly data between September and March. For wading birds, 

season totals were constrained to the months November to February.  

The mean annual change was then expressed for each species as the slope of a line of best fit through 

the log of indices. However this method does not provide any details on  the pattern of change (i.e. 

direction, magnitude or timing). Therefore the annual indices were modelled using a Generalised 

Additive Model (GAM). GAMs are non -parametric and flexible extensions of the generalised linear 

model which fit a smoothed trend to  the annual indices. Count data were assumed to follow 

independent Poisson distribution with 0.3T degrees of freedom (e.g. after Atkinson et al., 2006). The 

resulting smoothed count data were then indexed as above. The GAM methodology and resultant 

smoothed indices allow for the calculation of proportional change in population size between one 

season and another, and this method was used to calculate the trend values reported, namely the 5-

year change, 12-year change, and 22-year change, which is the percentage change in population size 

across the specified time period using: 

Change = ((Iy ɬ Ix) / Ix ) x 100 

where Iy is the index from the current year and I x  is the index value at the start of the selected time 

period . 

The final result is therefore percentage change in population size across a specified time period. 

Larger values indicate larger proportional changes in population size; positive values indicating 

relative increases, while negative values indicate relative decreases over the specified time period. 

One final trend assessment was undertaken: ȿÏÐÚÛÖÙÐÊÈÓɯÊÏÈÕÎÌɀɯȹƕƝƜƛɯɬ 2016) for the Republic of 

Ireland. Population estimates of wintering waterbirds are available from the period 1984/85 -1986/87 

(Sheppard, 1993), however they were reported at an all-Ireland level. To enable a direct comparison of 

national population estimates between the current timeframe and the mid -1980s, population estimates 

were therefore generated for each species for the 1980s period based on the respective proportions 

occurring  during the 2006/07 ɬ 2010/11 period (published in Crowe & Holt, 2013), i.e. these 

proportions were applied to All -Ireland population estimates generated for the mid 1980s to derive 

national estimates.  A calculation of percentage change (as described above) was then used to compare 

the derived mid 1980s population estimate and the current national population estimate (in Burke et 

al., 2018b). 

Many of the goose and swan species (e.g. Barnacle Goose and Greenland White-fronted Goose) were 

excluded from the t rend analyses described above. Their populations are monitored by their species-

specific surveys and in many cases it is assumed that the entire (or close to entire) population is 

counted. Trends for these species were therefore calculated by a direct comparison of census figures 

over time. Several other species were also excluded from trend analyses. These include elusive species 

such as Water Rail Rallus aquaticus, Moorhen Gallinula chloropus, Jack Snipe Lymnocryptes minimus, and 

Snipe Gallinago gallinago which have a secretive and retiring nature, and marine species such as Long-
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tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis and Black-throated Diver Gavia arctica, which are difficult to survey 

from land. Introduced species, including Canada Goose Branta canadensis and Greylag Goose Anser 

anser (the naturalised population) have been excluded as there is no conservation requirement to 

define 1% thresholds for site assessment. Gulls and terns are not considered as they are not routinely 

counted during core counts, and their d istributions are generally too widespread for adequate 

monitoring by these methods alone.    

2.5.3 Site importance  

For the assessment of site importance, for each site the peak count of each species in each season was 

compiled, irrespective of month. The mean peak count over the most recent five-season period 

available (2011/12 ɬ 2015/16) was then calculated; this mean was used to dampen annual fluctuations 

in numbers. The peak number over the same period was also identified, along with the month(s) in 

whi ch the peak count was most frequently recorded over this period; estimated only for those sites 

and seasons where more than three counts had been undertaken. 

For each species, wetland sites were then ranked based on the five-year mean peak. Following 

standard criteria adopted by the Ramsar Convention (Ramsar Convention Bureau, 2000), a site was 

deemed to support numbers of international importance if it regularly supported 1% or more of the 

flyway population of one species or subspecies of waterbird  ɬ i.e. the five-year mean peak exceeded 

the 1% flyway (international) threshold. Similarly, a site was deemed to support numbers of national 

importance if it regularly supported 1% or more of the all -Ireland estimate of a species. The 

international, or flyway, th resholds were based on AEWA Conservation Status Review 7 (CSR7) 

(AEWA, 2018 ɬ available on wpe.wetlands.org ), while the all -Ireland thresholds are based on Burke et 

al. (2018b). 

2.5.4 Pressures and threats   

We are living in a rapidly changing world. The second half of the 20 th century saw unprecedented 

growth in development , urbanisation and human population size. Unsurprisingly these over -arching 

changes, along with many and varied inter -related factors, have put the natural environment, 

including migratory waterbirds, under increasing pressure  (IPBES, 2019). Predictions suggest that 

during the next 100 years, even greater changes will occur and this will put increasing pressure on 

wetlands and their biodiversity (O ɀ"ÖÕÕÌÓÓȮɯƖƔƔƔȺȭɯ 

In relation to wintering waterbirds, pressures and threats can be defined as the principal factors 

responsible for causing individual species to decline, suppress their numbers, or restrict their ranges 

(DG Environment, 2017). Regular assessments of the pressures and threats facing wintering 

waterbirds are therefore fundamental to understanding not only why the numbers and distribution of 

our wintering waterbird s may be changing, but also to identify and inform conservation management 

measures at various spatial scales (site, region, national, flyway). This report therefore provides the 

results of a thorough assessment of the current pressures ÈÕËɯÛÏÙÌÈÛÚɯÍÈÊÐÕÎɯ(ÙÌÓÈÕËɀÚɯÞÐÕÛÌÙÐÕÎɯ

waterbirds.  The assessment relates to the time period as per reporting under Arti ÊÓÌɯƕƖɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ!ÐÙËɀÚɯ

Directive, in that pressures relate to the six-year period 2013-2018, while future threats relate to the 

future two reporting periods (i.e. within 12 years following the end of the current period).  

The assessment was undertaken for all regularly occurring Annex I waterbird species and other 

migratory waterbird species that trigger SPA designation  nationally (DG Environment, 2017). The 

ÛÌÙÔɯȿ×ÙÌÚÚÜÙÌɀɯÐÚɯÜÚÌËɯÛÖɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌɯÐÚÚÜÌÚɯÕÌÎÈÛÐÝÌÓàɯÈÍÍÌÊÛÐÕÎɯÞÈÛÌÙÉÐÙËɯ×Ö×ÜÓÈÛions now and in the 

recent past, while the term  ȿÛÏÙÌÈÛɀɯËÌÚÊÙÐÉÌÚɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÐÚÚÜÌÚɯÓÐÒÌÓàɯÛÖɯÈÍÍÌÊÛɯÞÈÛÌÙÉÐÙËÚɯ×Ö×ÜÓÈÛÐÖÕÚɯ

negatively in the coming years. Pressures and threats were ranked as High (H), Medium (M) or Low 

(L) based on the following:  

¶ High import ance/impact: Important direct or immediate influence and/or acting over large 

areas (a pressure is the major cause or one of the major causes, if acting in combination with 

http://wpe.wetlands.org/
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other pressures, of significant decline of species population, distribution area or  deterioration 

of habitat quality; or pressure acting over large areas preventing the species population of 

depleted species to expand); 

 

¶ Medium importance/impact: Medium direct or immediate influence, mainly indirect influence 

and/or acting over moderate part of the area/acting only regionally (other pressure not 

directly or immediately  causing significant declines); 

 

¶ Low importance/impact: identified as a pressure or threat but not deemed to be of High or 

Medium importance.  

 

3 Coverage 

A total of 694 sites were covered between 2009/10 and 2015/16 (Figure 1), and of these sites, 81 are 

designated as Special Protection Areas. Of these total sites, 345 sites were covered in three or more 

seasons. All sites, together with grid references are listed in Appendix 2.  A total of 631 sites and 1,775 

subsites were covered during the most recent five-season period (2011/12-ƖƔƕƙɤƕƚȺɯȹȿÊÜÙÙÌÕÛɯ×ÌÙÐÖËɀȺȮɯ

upon which the assessment of site importance in the species accounts is based. Lakes comprise the 

largest proportion of sites covered (Table 1), followed by river/canals and estuaries.  

The largest numbers of sites were covered in Counties Donegal, Galway, Mayo and Cork (Figure 2a), 

illustrating the abundance of wetlands available in each of these counties. When the area of each 

county is taken into consideration (Figure 2b), the relatively high coverage in smaller counties reflects 

an abundance of coastal wetland complexes in Counties Sligo, Waterford and Dublin, and the 

extensive drumlin lake complexes that are covered in Counties Leitrim, Cavan and Monaghan.  

Table 1 Habitat types of sites covered between 2009/10 and 2015/16 

Site habitat type  Number of sites (% of total sites in parentheses)  

Lake 357 (51) 

River/ canal 95 (14) 

Estuary 69 (10) 

Unknown habitat  56 (8) 

Turlough  43 (6) 

Non-estuarine coast 34 (5) 

Grassland 14 (2) 

Bog/Marsh 10 (1) 

Reservoir 9 (1) 

Quarry/ gravel pit  6 (1) 

Lagoon 1 (0.1) 
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Figure 1 Site coverage between 2009/10 and 2015/16, illustrating the number of years 

that each site was covered irrespective of how many times the site was 

counted in a year. 
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Figure 2 Site coverage by county, illustrating (a) the total number of sites covered in each county; 

and (b) the total num ber of sites covered per county area. Darker shades represent higher 

coverage in each case 

I-WeBS coverage during the period of this report is broadly consistent with previous years, although 

there are some exceptions, which affect interpretation of data presented: 

¶ Shannon & Fergus Estuary: Due to its size, count coverage of this site, the largest wetland 

complex in Ireland , is difficult, and  is further complicated by access difficulties in many parts. 

I-WeBS ground-based subsite coverage has varied greatly over the years and subsite cover has 

dropped considerably since 2010/11 largely due to a lack of willing count volunteers.  Aerial 

survey data are considered to be estimates only, and low -density species can be undercounted 

or missed. Based on the analyses undertaken it is likely that site totals generated using I -WeBS 

data largely underestimate the actual number of waterbirds using the Shannon and Fergus 

site complex. 

 

¶ Lough Ree: While counts of this third largest lake in the Republic of Ireland (Crowe, 2 005) 

have been consistent over time, some data from the current period have not yet been 

submitted to I-WeBS. 

 

¶ Trawbreaga Bay: this site, which is a Special Protection Area, has received poor count 

coverage during the current period.  

 

(a) (b) 
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4 Species Accounts 

4.1 Layout of species accounts  

Species Common English Name / Scientific Name / Irish Name  

Population origins: the breeding range of the population that winters in Ireland is shown. For 

example, Whooper Swan wintering in Ireland come from a population that breeds in Iceland, thus, in 

ÛÏÌɯÚ×ÌÊÐÌÚɯ×ÙÖÍÐÓÌÚɯÛÏÐÚɯÐÚɯÓÐÚÛÌËɯÈÚɯȿ(ÊÌÓÈÕËɯȹÉÙȺɀȭɯ/Ö×ÜÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÙÐÎÐÕÚɯÈÙÌɯbased on the African-Eurasian 

Waterbird Agreement (AEWA) Conservation Status Review 7 (CSR7) (AEWA, 2018) and published by 

Wetlands International (2018) (wpe.wetlands.org ). Note that the subspecies is listed only for polytypic 

species. Where more than one population/race occurs in Ireland during winter the international 

threshold is shown for both, and the thresh old which is used to assess sites of international 

importance is shown in bold font.  

 

International threshold: from Wetlands 

International (2018). 

All -Ireland threshold: from Burke et al. 

(2018b) 

Population size (2011 ɬ 2016): 

All -Ireland : from Burke et al. (2018b). 

ROI : from Burke et al. (2018b). 

Associated with ROI SPA network:  

calculated as the proportion of the estimated 

population that occurred within Special 

Protection Areas (SPAs). 

 

Population Change (%):  

5 year: Percentage change between 2011/12 

and 2015/16. 

12 year:  Percentage change between 2004/05 

and 2015/16. 

22 year: Percentage change between 1994/95 

and 2015/16. 

Historical:  Percentage change between the mid 

1980s and 2015/16 (please refer to methods). 

Average annual change:  calculated as the 

slope of the line of best fit through plotted 

annual indic es for the 22-year data period

Please note that this waterbird population data template refers to the majority of regularly -occurring 

waterbird species included in the report with the exception of :  

- (i) selected waterbird species for which data and trends originate from species-specific 

surveys (refer also to Section 2.5);  

- (ii) a few species for which only highly conservative population estimates are produced (e.g. 

Common Scoter) and thus for which no meaningful population trends can be calculated; and  

- ȹÐÐÐȺɯÞÈÛÌÙÉÐÙËɯÚ×ÌÊÐÌÚɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÞÌÙÌɯÐËÌÕÛÐÍÐÌËɯÛÖɯÉÌɯȿregularly -ÖÊÊÜÙÙÐÕÎɀɯËÜÙÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÛÐÔÌɯ×ÌÙÐÖËɯ

under consideration, but are either naturalised/feral, scarce, localised or otherwise occurring 

in nu mbers that are too low for accurate population estimates and trends to be calculated.  

For these species, the population data presented are simply the national population estimate from 

Burke et al. (2018b) or the mean and peak number for the current period  2011/12 ɬ 2015/16.  

Summary data for all non -regularly -occurring waterbird species recorded during the I -WeBS period 

2011/12-2015/16 are shown in Appendix 3 . 

 

 

http://wpe.wetlands.org/
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Figure 3 Sample Figure for Turnstone. The distribution map illustrates sites supporting number s of 

national (all -Ireland) importance (blue circles), and all other sites where the species was 

recorded during the period between 2011/12 and 2015/16 (red circles). The species trend 

(1994/95 to 2015/16) graph illustrates the annual indices (triangles) together with the 

smoothed trend (hatched line) (Photo: Brian Burke). 

Table 2 Sample Table for a hypothetical waterbird species, showing sites supporting internationally 

and nationally important numbers ranked on the mean of peak counts between 2011/12 and 

2015/16, and sites that are no longer of significant importance when compared with the 

2001/02 ɬ 2008/09 period. The month(s) are given in which the peak count was most 

frequently recorded over the current period . 

Site 09/10 10/11 11/12 12/13 13/14 14/15 15/16 
Mean 

11-15 

Peak 

11-15 
Month(s)  

Sites supporting numbers of international importance  

Dundalk Bay  5,167 2,631 3,381 3,157 4,647 3,749 3,606 3,708 4,647 Oct, Mar 

Cork Harbour  1,339* 2,415* 2,955 2,770 2,681 3,299 3,048 2,951 3,299 Sep 

Sites supportin g numbers of national importance  

Clonakilty Bay 3 1,329 878 1,192 749 871 1,551 1,080 1,089 1,551 Oct 

Ballymacoda 3 572* 398* 1,404 629  1,068 135* 1,034 1,404 Nov  

Dungarvan  

Harbour 3 
1,458 1,648 677 842 520 1,386 1,136 912 1,386 Jan 

Cashen River & 

Estuary 1 
     28 1,200 307 1,200 Feb, Mar 

Shannon Callows 4  220  220    220 220  

Sites no longer of significance  

+ÖÜÎÏɯ%ÖàÓÌɯɓ 113 213 122 66 318 97 50 131 318 Jan 
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Site 09/10 10/11 11/12 12/13 13/14 14/15 15/16 
Mean 

11-15 

Peak 

11-15 
Month(s)  

Shannon & Fergus 

Estuary 4 
 1,112  121    121 121 Feb 

Waterford Harbour  65  115     58 115 Jan 

The grid references for all sites mentioned are given in Appendix 2 .  

Sites that supported numbers of national importance during the former period but no data were av ailable for the 

current period are listed as a footnote. 

Symbols presented in the table above indicate: 

* Low-quality count not included in the calculation of the mean.  

ɓɯ#ÈÛÈɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÌɯ4*ɯȹ6Ì!2ȺɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÛÞÖɯÊÙÖÚÚ-border sites (Lough Foyle and Carlingford Lough).  

1Site not of significant importance during the former period, betwe en 2001/02 and 2008/09. 

2Site promoted (from supporting numbers of national importance to numbers of international importance) since 

the 2001/02 to 2008/09 period.  

3Site demoted (from supporting numbers of international importance to numbers of national i mportance) since 

the 2001/02 to 2008/09 period. 

4Aerial census data.  

5Data from species-specific survey. 

6 Species not regularly recorded at the site during the former period (2001/02 and 2008/09). 

4.2 Notes on interpretation  

Please note that all waterbird data refer to the Republic of Ireland (I -WeBS data) unless stated 

otherwise. 

Note that some sites are counted by both ground-based and aerial surveys. When both ground and 

aerial sites are included in a site assessment table then they are treated as two different sites, but 

please bear in mind that the distribution maps may show overlapping dots.  

The cross-border sites Lough Foyle and Carlingford Lough are counted as both Northern Ireland (NI) 

and Republic of Ireland (ROI) sites and each is therefore treated as two different sites for site 

assessment. 

-ÖÛÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÞÏÌÙÌɯÛÏÌɯÛÌßÛɯÙÌÍÌÙÚɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯȿÊÜÙÙÌÕÛɯ×ÌÙÐÖËɀɯÛÏÐÚɯÙÌÓÈÛÌÚɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ×ÌÙÐÖËɯƖƔƕƕɤƕƖɯɬ 2015/16. 
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4.3 Mute Swan  Cygnus olor Eala bhalbh  

Ireland (br)  

 

International threshold:        90  

All -Ireland thr eshold:        90 

Population size (2011-2016):    

All -Ireland:     9,130 

ROI:      7,032 

Associated with SPA network:   4,365 

Population change (%):  

5 year:        -4.8 

12 year:       -7.1 

22 year:                  +11.5 

Historical:                     -9.6 

Average annual change:    +0.5 

Figure 4 Distribution map and graphed population trend for Mute Swan. The distribution map 

illustrates sites supporting numbers of international importance (green circles), and all other 

sites where recorded during the peri od between 2011/12 and 2015/16 (red circles). The 

population trend (1994/95 to 2015/16) graph illustrates the annual indices (triangles) 

together with the smoothed trend (hatched line) (Photo: Brian Burke).  

Mute Swan are common across the temperate Palearctic, from western Europe across to north-east 

China. In some parts of its range the species is migratory, but those in Ireland are sedentary, with very 

little recorded movement of birds across the Irish Sea. For this reason, Ireland is considered to have its 

own distinct population (Wetlands International, 2012). The national threshold for site importance is 

therefore the same as the international threshold.  










































































































































































































































































































































































































































