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Executive Summary

Annual monitoring of the distribution and abundance wintering (non-breeding) 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, to date, has been coordinated under contract by
BirdWatch Ireland. |-WeBS monitors coastal wetland sites together with inland lakes,
turloughs, rivers and callows. Estimates of national population size and populations trends for
a range of wintering waterbird species were generated using data from I-WeBS and associated
surveys, including the Non-Estuarine Coastal Waterbird Survey (NEWS) and a number of
species-specific surveys. I-WeBS, together with these other surveys, therefore provides the
principal tool used in the monitoring of wintering waterbird populations in Ireland and the
wetlands upon which they rely, as well as informing their conservation locally, nationally and
internationally. Importantly, these data underpin| r e | aepodidgsunder 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 includes a single comprehensive account on the current population status of

wintering waterbirds and their sites in the Republic of Ireland for the period 2016/17 i 2022/23.

A total of 486 sites were surveyed during this period, 290 of which were covered in three or

more seasons. Detailed accounts are provided for 63 regularly occurring waterbird species;
comprising 39 species withinthe6 wi | df owl and alliesd category (
allies), 18 wading bird species, and 6 gull species. For each regularly occurring waterbird

species, a national (and all-Ireland) population estimate is provided, as well as estimates of
population trends over various time periods. It was possible to calculate population trends for

44 of these species. Summary data are provided for 69 non-regularly occurring waterbird

species.

Of the 29 wildfowl and ally species that were assessed, 11 species are showing declines over
therecent5-y ear period, with Bewickds Swan showing t
recent 26-year period, five speci es (Bewickds Swan, Pochard,
Goldeneye) have declined by >50% and a further five species have declined between 25-50%
(Shelduck, Mallard, Greenland White-Fronted Goose, Greylag Goose (Icelandic) and Wigeon).
Conversely, Little Egret, Whooper Swan, Brent Goose, Canada Goose, Barnacle Goose and

Eider have increased by >50% over the 26-year period, and Greylag Goose (resident), Little

Grebe, Cormorant and Gadwall have increased by 25-50%. Though Canada Goose, Barnacle

Goose and Gadwall have increased in the long-term, their populations have shown declines in

the short-term.

Seven of the 15 wader species assessed are showing declines over the recent 5-year period,
with 10 of the 15 showing declines over the 26-year period. Two wader species (Grey Plover
and Lapwing) have declined by >50% in the 26-year period, with five species (Golden Plover,
Purple Sandpiper, Dunlin, Turnstone and Curlew) declining between 25-50% in the same
timeframe. Three wader species (Sanderling, Black-tailed Godwit and Greenshank) have
increased by >50% during this period. It was not possible to calculate national population
estimates or trends for gull species.

This report also includes an assessment of the current pressures and predicted future threats
facing lIlrelandbds wintering waterbirds. Based on
and threats are: avian influenza, recreation and other disturbance, energy production and

related infrastructure (e.g. wind farms), mixed source water pollution/eutrophication, fisheries

and aquaculture, climate change, hunting, urbanisation and development, agriculture and

forestry, invasive alien species and problematic native species, and natural processes. A

synthesis of these pressures and threats is included, with relevant information gaps
highlighted.
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This report employs updated methods for data analysis and therefore represents the most
comprehensive and robust assessment of wintering waterbird populations and their trends
over time. Furthermore, this report identifies areas where survey coverage in I-WeBS and
associated surveys could be improved, as well as identifying where new survey approaches
are required, such as aerial surveys for offshore marine waterbirds and a new approach for
gull species.
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1 Introduction

Over-wintering waterbirds are one of the most conspicuous and numerous elements of the
Irish avifauna. Ireland has an abundance of coastal and inland wetlands and while these are
biodiversity-rich habitats year-round, the numbers and diversity of birds surge at these
wetlands each autumn with the arrival of migratory non-breeding waterbirds. The majority of
species that over-winter in Ireland migrate from breeding grounds to the north and north-west
(principally Canada, Greenland and Iceland) or from the north-east (Scotland and northern
continental Europe, including Scandinavia, and Russia) (Wetlands International, 2018). Ireland
is located along an important migratory route 1 the East Atlantic Flyway i with birds travelling
from northern breeding grounds to Ireland and to other important wintering areas farther south.

l relandds relatively mild cl i mat eticOcean dnel Galft ed b

Stream, together with its diversity and abundance of productive wetland habitats, make it
particularly attractive for wintering waterbirds, especially when other parts of north-west
Europe experience harsh winter conditions. This means that Ireland is of critical importance in
an international context to a large proportion of waterbirds, whether it is as a wintering refuge
or an important place to stop, feed and rest before undertaking further migration to other
wintering or breeding grounds. The conservation and sustainable management of these birds
and the wetlands they utilise in Ireland can help ensure survival over winter, and their return
to their summering grounds in a suitable condition for breeding.

The i mportance of I relandds wetl ands for
to early 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.
Overseen and funded by the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS), to date it has been
coordinated and delivered by BirdWatch Ireland under contract. The primary objective of |-
WeBS is to monitor the numbers and distribution of waterbird populations wintering in the
Republic of Ireland using a standardised methodology across a network of defined survey
sites. The survey focuses on those birds wintering here, as opposed to autumn and spring
passage migrants. I-WeBS runs in parallel with the UK Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS), which
covers Britain and Northern Ireland and is coordinated by the British Trust for Ornithology
(BTO). In addition to I-WeBS site 6cor e count s o6, -spatificicensusas are
carried out at regular intervals for most migratory swan and goose species that winter here, in
coordination with expert groups in Ireland and colleagues in other parts of the respective
species wintering areas. In addition, the Non-Estuarine Coastal Waterbird Survey (NEWS) is
undertaken under the auspices of I-WeBS approximately every nine years and provides data
on the abundance and distribution of waterbirds along non-estuarine coasts not monitored
during I-WeBS counts.

The waterbird data gathered via I-WeBS serve a variety of purposes. They help identify and
protect sites of particular importance, for example by designation as a Special Protection Area
(SPA) under the European Birds Directive (2009/147/EC). They provide the foundations for
guantifying waterbird population sizes, and the trends in these populations over time. These
analyses at local and national level also contribute to coordinated European and flyway-level
population monitoring. Results from I-WeBS 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. In these ways and more |1-WeBS, together
with its associated surveys, provides fundamental tools to inform the conservation of wintering
waterbirds, and the wetlands that they depend upon, in Ireland and abroad.

This report provides a single comprehensive account of the current status of wintering
waterbirds in the Republic of Ireland based primarily on data collected from 2016/17 to 2022/23
inclusive. It follows on from earlier reports (Delany, 1996, 1997; Colhoun, 1999, 2000, 20014,
2001b; Crowe, 2005; Boland & Crowe, 2012; Lewis et al., 2019) and provides updated
assessments of population size and trends, key sites, and pressures and threats faced by
wintering waterbirds in the Republic of Ireland.

nt e
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2 Methods

2.1 Waterbirds monitored through I-WeBS

The term 6waterbirdsdéd is defined as birds
Convention, 1971). A waterbird population is a distinct assemblage of individuals of a species,
that is either geographically discrete from other populations at all times of the year, or at some
times of the year only, or is a specified part of a continuous distribution so defined for the
purposes of conservation management (AEWA, 2022). 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 this report, the term waterbird includes
species in the families Anatidae (ducks, geese and swans), Rallidae (rails, crakes and coots),
Podicipedidae (grebes), Haematopodidae (oystercatchers), Charadriidae (plovers),
Scolopacidae (sandpipers, snipes and phalaropes), Laridae (gulls and terns, excluding
Kittiwake Rissa tridactyla), Gaviidae (divers), Phalacrocoracidae (Cormorants and Shags) and
Ardeidae (herons). It also includes river birds Kingfisher Alcedo atthis, Dipper Cinclus cinclus
and Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea. While counts of gulls, terns and river birds are optional
under I-WeBS, they are encouraged.

This report adopts the taxonomy and homenclature of the List of birds of the European Union
(European Commission, 2024), as per reporting requirements under Article 12 of the Birds
Directive for the reporting period 2019-2024.

2.2 The Core Count approach

I-WeBS counts are undertaken by a network of skilled volunteer ornithologists and professional
staff of NPWS and BirdWatch Ireland. The only pre-requisites for being an I-WeBS counter are
a familiarity with the waterbird species likely to be present at the site to be counted, and suitable
optical equipment. While waterbird counts at some wetlands can be carried out using
binoculars, most require a spotting scope/telescope to aid identification and count accuracy.
Counters that have contributed to I-WeBS are listed in Appendix 1.

Counts conducted for I-WeBS are known as core counts and are ideally undertaken once per
month between September and March inclusive. Specific monthly count dates are suggested
to maximise coordination of counts across the entire country and thereby minimise the risk of
either duplicating counts or missing birds. While counts are recommended in all seven months,
this is not always possible, so emphasis is put on achieving monthly counts during the mid-
winter period of November to February when numbers of most waterbird 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 of a site are conducted over a short period (up to three hours)
on the pre-determined dates, or on the nearest possible date, and that there is at least a three-
week gap between successive count dates at that site. This flexibility is important to allow for
local circumstances such as counter availability and weather conditions. Further, it is
recommended that counts of coastal sites be carried out at or near high tide. As high tide
approaches the available feeding area for waterbirds is reduced meaning most will gather to
form roosts. As birds are concentrated in smaller areas, this tends to make it easier and quicker
to carry out complete counts of the individuals present. 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 sites. Inland count dates are suggested for
the same dates as east coast sites.

t hat
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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 deemed to be the core count,
and the remaining counts are considered to be supplemental counts.

2.3 Count methodology

I-WeBS uses the well-established technique of counting the numbers of waterbirds at wetland
sites by-seéebdé mé Db ®tdal., (B2) bvlich involves counters recording the
number of individuals of each waterbird species within their defined count area during each
survey.

A site can be interpreted as either a discrete, clearly defined area used by waterbirds or a
broader area comprising multiple discrete wetlands interconnected by the waterbirds that use
them within a winter. As such, typical examples of sites include estuaries, large lakes and
stretches of river, but there are also cases where numerous small lakes and wetlands near
each other are an I-WeBS site, as birds regularly move between them. Most 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 coordinated
counts are conducted over a relatively short period, thus minimising duplicate counting of birds,
particularly for those species that move extensively within a site. Similarly, participants are
encouraged to coordinate counts of adjacent sites between which waterbird movements may
occur. Data for each subsite surveyed are submitted separately on specially designed paper,
electronic or on-line forms. Counts from subsites are summed to determine monthly site totals,
assuming subsites were counted on or around the same time. At the time of this analysis there
were 1,071 sites, consisting of 3,528 subsites, in the I-WeBS monitoring network. Of those,
147 sites overlap with SPAs in the Republic of Ireland, though these are not necessarily all
SPAs designated for wintering waterbirds. All sites surveyed at least once by I-WeBS, since
its inauguration, are listed in Appendix 2.

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). Aerial surveys are undertaken in small fixed-wing aircraft by experienced
project staff. The seven sites that have been covered by aerial survey for I-WeBS are the
Shannon and Fergus Estuary, the Lower River Shannon, Lough Derg, Shannon Callows, Little
Brosna Callows, River Suck, and Lough Ree. Aerial surveys have some limitations. Species
that tend to be less conspicuous because they are spread out, such as Grey Plover or Great
Crested Grebe, or those that spend much of their time in vegetation such as Moorhen, tend to
be under-recorded from the air, and this survey method is best applied to larger species such
as swans and geese and those waders and ducks that form large flocks. Aerial surveys require
counters to make rapid estimates of large flocks and are typically less precise compared to
ground counts. Counts of species in large mixed flocks can also have reduced accuracy.

All counts submitted to I-WeBS go through a review and validation process. Any unexpected
or unusual species counts or occurrences at a site are followed up with the relevant counters
for review and amendment where required.

2.4 Additional related surveys

I-WeBS monitors the non-breeding waterbirds on coastal estuaries, inland lakes, turloughs,
rivers and other wetlands (see Section 3) in the Republic of Ireland. The British Trust for
Ornithology (BTO) Wetland Bird Survey (WeBS) monitors non-breeding waterbirds in Northern
Ireland (Woodward et al., 2024). At the beginning of I-WeBS in winter 1994/95 a list of priority
survey sites was compiled based on previous waterbird surveys (e.g. the Wetlands Enquiry in
the 1970s, the Winter Wetlands Survey in the 1980s) and local knowledge of wetlands that
supported substantial numbers of waterbirds. Since then additional waterbird sites have been
added and the list of I-WeBS sites continues to increase, albeit very slowly, as new wetlands
supporting wintering waterbirds are identified. However, the resulting dataset is still incomplete
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2.5.1 Waterbird population estimates

Obtaining estimates of the total number of waterbirds that winter in Ireland is important for
several reasons. In addition to the scientific desire to obtain such estimates and understand

how and why numbers are changing over time (see section 2.5.2 below), as a member of the
European Union and signatory to EU Directive
obliged to monitor its waterbirds and provide for their conservation. Consequently, population
estimates based on I-WeBS and other dataareani mpor t ant component of
process under Article 12 of the Birds Directive.

For species subject to a species-specific census, the most recent census defined the
population estimates for these species for All-Ireland, the Republic of Ireland, and SPA sites
in the Republic of Ireland. This applied to Brent Goose (Kerry Mackie & Irish Brent Goose
Research Group pers. comm.), Barnacle Goose (Kelly et al., 2024), Icelandic Greylag Goose

(Burke et al., 2023), Greenland White-fronted Goose (Fox et al., 2024) , Bewi ckds Swa

Whooper Swan (Burke et al., 2021).

For species sufficiently surveyed in the Republic of Ireland by I-WeBS and in Northern Ireland
by WeBS, an updated method (relative to Lewis et al.,, 2019) was used to calculate the
population estimates.

All core count data from I-WeBS and WeBS for the months November through February from
1994/95 to 2022/23 were gathered for each species. If the species was recorded on a site by
both an aerial survey and a ground-based survey in the same month, the highest count was
retained for analysis. If a site was only counted by air in a particular month, then the aerial
count was only retained for analysis if it was greater than zero. Due to the difficultly in observing
many species from the air, a count of zero was not treated as a confirmed absence.

A level of count quality was assigned to every I-WeBS and WeBS site count in every month in
every season. A site count was assigned a low quality if one or more subsites considered
important (e.g. typically holding a large proportion of the birds recorded on the site, or a large
proportion of a particular species) were not surveyed that month. A site count was also
assigned a low quality if a counter reported issues that affected the accuracy of the count such
as poor visibility, disturbance during the count, or a lack of access to a complete subsite.

As all I-WeBS and WeBS sites could not be surveyed in every month in every season since |-
WeBS began, there were missing counts in the raw core-count data. To enable more useful
analysis within and across all seasons of the survey, missing counts needed to be imputed.
The Underhill Index technique ( Un d e r h i -Dohes, 89948 wds specifically developed to
estimate missing counts in waterbird populations, and was employed in this analysis to impute
all missing counts, as well as possible replacements for all low-quality counts. If an imputed
count was greater than a low-quality count for a given site, month, season and species, the
imputed count was adopted for analysis. The Underhill Index technique employs a
multiplicative log-linear index model with site, season and month factors. The model takes into
account the numbers recorded at a site in both previous and later counts, the effect of the
month on numbers typically present, and the variation in total numbers across the seasons,
for each species. It imputes a count for each species, at each site, in each month of each
season where a good quality count is not available.

The possibility of performing multiple passes of the Underhill Index technique on ever-
increasing sets of sites, starting with those sites with the highest number of good-quality
counts, was investigated. No noticeable improvement was observed in overall results,
however, and so a conventional, single pass of the Underhill Index technique was performed
for each species, spanning all I-WeBS and WeBS sites ever surveyed.

Thi s process resul t ed containing a douno(antpdl g imputed) tbreveays e t
species for every I-WeBS and WeBS site ever surveyed, for all months November through
February for all seasons from 1994/94 to 2022/23.

2
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This dataset allowed an I-WeBS (and WeBS) seasonal peak count to be calculated for each
species for each season. The seasonal peak count was the highest monthly total count of a
species across all sites within a season.

As some species occur on non-estuarine coastline not surveyed by I-WeBS or WeBS, but
surveyed by NEWS, a final seasonal population total for each species for each season was
calculated by adding the I-WeBS (and WeBS, where relevant) seasonal peak count to any total
count recorded by the NEWS survey in the closest year to the season in question. Thus, totals
from NEWS-I (Colhoun & Newton, 2000; Rehfisch et al., 2003) were added to the I-
WeBS/WeBS seasonal peak counts from 1994/95 through 2001/02, totals from NEWS-II
(Crowe et al., 2012) were added to the seasonal peak counts from 2002/03 through 2010/11,
and NEWS-III (Lewis et al., 2017) counts were added to the seasonal peak counts from
2011/12 through 2022/23.

A final population estimate was then calculated as the mean of the five most recent seasonal
population totals, consistent with the approaches used previously in Ireland (Burke et al., 2018;
Crowe & Holt, 2013; Crowe et al., 2008). These final population estimates were rounded to the
nearest 10 individuals.

The seasonal peak count and population calculations described above were calculated for two
spatial scales: All-Ireland and Republic of Ireland. All-Ireland calculations included all I-WeBS
and WeBS sites. The Republic of Ireland calculations includes all I-WeBS sites plus the border
sites Lough Foyle and Carlingford Lough (as counted by WeBS). If reviewing Northern Ireland
population estimates alongside Republic of Ireland and All-Ireland population estimates, it
should be noted that large flocks of some species move between the Republic of Ireland and
Northern Ireland within a season. Thus the peak count for All-Ireland can be expected to be
less than the sum of the individual peak counts for the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland
in the same season.

The numbers of each species associated with I-WeBS sites which overlap SPAs in the
Republic of Ireland were also estimated, based on the numbers at those I-WeBS sites that fully
or partially overlap with an SPA as per an analysis of SPA boundaries (NPWS, 2024). It should
be noted that some species may have additional populations in other SPAs, such as non-
estuarine coastal SPAs that are not recorded by I-WeBS.

The percentages of the total -WeBS (and WeBS) seasonal peak counts that were imputed
(via the Underhill Index technique), and the percentages of the final population estimates that
were derived from NEWS data, are listed in Appendix 5.

Note that the approach used here deviates from that used in previous population estimate
analyses in several ways. In previous analyses count data for the seven months from
September through March was included for wildfowl and ally species (e.g. Burke et al., 2018).
Given that seasonal peak counts for these species always occur mid-winter, and that site
coverage is highest in the mid-winter months, we reduced the months under consideration for
these species to focus on the key period November through February. Another change to the
method previously employed is that this analysis includes all sites and all seasons since winter
1994/95 in the Underhill modelling. Previous population estimate analyses for wintering
waterbirds in Ireland using I-WeBS data considered only the most recent 5-year period, and
only those sites surveyed within that given period (Burke et al., 2018; Crowe & Holt, 2013;
Crowe et al., 2008). The previous approach essentially assumed species were absent at any
sites not surveyed in the 5-year period they considered, and comparisons with periods previous
to that therefore represented comparisons between slightly different groups of sites. Our
updated approach considers the waterbirds at all sites ever surveyed across the I-WeBS and
WeBS networks, and as it includes all seasons, comparisons across the seasons are as
consistent as possible. The inclusion of all sites, rather than a subset of sites as in previous
analyses, means that species totals calculated here for seasons covered under previous
analyses (i.e. up to 2015/16; Burke et al., 2018) have all been re-estimated and will almost
certainly be higher than those previously published due to the inclusion of the additional sites.
A clear example illustrating this would be a species that has remained stable in the short-term,
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but whose population estimate now exceeds that of the 2011/12 - 2015/16 estimate; such
cases are not errors and are simply the result of the updated analyses employed here.

The merits of the changes to the methods employed in this analysis should be considered in
their own right, and, in particular, population estimates calculated here should not be compared
with those published in previous periods. For consistency, any comparison of population
estimates over time should be based on the population indices and trends described in the
following section. Although the methods for estimating populations have changed, the direction
and magnitude of changes in population estimates remain largely consistent with previous
analyses as coverage of the I-WeBS sites with greatest numbers of waterbirds has always
been a priority.

For species that are without a national census and are insufficiently surveyed by the I-WeBS
methodology, the population cannot be robustly estimated. For such species the most recent
5-year means and maximums of seasonal peak counts were calculated, based on actual count
data across all I-WeBS sites and the WeBS sites, Lough Foyle and Carlingford Lough. No
imputed counts were included in these calculations.

2.5.2 Trends and annual indices

A peak season count is determined for each species across all I-WeBS sites and the WeBS
sites of Lough Foyle and Carlingford Lough as part of the process to calculate population
estimates, as described in section 2.5.1. Although these peak season counts cannot be
considered to be complete counts of all individual birds in the Republic of Ireland, they are
considered representative of the national population, and relative changes in the peak season
counts from season to season can be considered to be of the same magnitude and direction
as relative changes in the total Republic of Ireland wintering population.

To allow relative changes (i.e. trends) in waterbird numbers over different periods to be
generated, all peak season counts were rescaled relative to the final season (2022/23) which
was indexed at 100. These annual indices were then smoothed by modelling using a
Generalised Additive Model (GAM). GAMs are non-parametric and flexible extensions of the
generalised linear model. Annual indices were assumed to follow an independent Poisson
distribution with 0.3T degrees of freedom (following Atkinson et al.,, 2006). The GAM
methodology and resultant smoothed indices allow for the calculation of proportional change
in population size between one season and another using the formula:

e« D O

(oK AR QQT pTT

‘Orepresents the index value at the final (most recent) season and “Ois the index value at the

start of the duration to be compared. Note that the first and final seasons modelled using the
GAM are avoided when reporting proportional changes due to the reduced robustness of the
GAM at t hese edge | oc alonesm 1994; Atkihsod etralh 2008). Tids
method was used to calculate the 5-year change, 12-year change (corresponding to the short-
term population trend in Article 12 reporting), and 26-year change.

Larger values for these trends indicate larger proportional changes in population size; positive
values indicating relative increases, while negative values indicate relative decreases between
theseasonsc ompar ed. One final trend assessment

Republic of Ireland (corresponding to the long-term population trend in Article 12 reporting),
comparing the seasons 1984/85 and 2022/23. Population estimates of wintering waterbirds
are available for the period 1984/85 - 1986/87 (Sheppard, 1993), however they were reported
at an All-lreland level. To enable a direct comparison of Republic of Ireland population
estimates between the current timeframe and the mid-1980s, population estimates for the
Republic of Ireland were generated for each species for the 1980s period based on the
respective proportions of waterbirds occurring between the Republic of Ireland and Northern
Ireland during the 2006/07 - 2010/11 period (as per Crowe & Holt, 2013), i.e. these proportions



IWM 162 (2025) The status and distribution of wintering waterbirds in Ireland

were applied to All-lreland population estimates generated for the mid-1980s to derive
Republic of Ireland estimates for the mid-1980s. Given that no equivalent to the Non-Estuarine
Coastal Waterbird Survey (NEWS) was carried out in the 1980s, the resulting Republic of
Ireland estimates for the mid-1980s were then increased to compensate for birds on non-
estuarine sites that were not counted. The increase applied to each species matched the ratio
of the I-WeBS peak season count in 1997/98 to the non-estuarine count for 1997/98 as
reported in the NEWS-I survey (Colhoun & Newton, 2000). Finally, a calculation of percentage
change (as described above) was then used to compare the derived mid-1980s population
estimate with the current national population estimate.

Note that for Brent geese, because the annual census is carried out in October prior to the
population dispersing across the island, those census results cannot be used to examine mid-
winter trends for the species in the Republic of Ireland. Because of this, census totals are used
for the All-Ireland population estimate but the Republic of Ireland population estimate and
population trends are based on I-WeBS-based population estimates and analysis as described
here.

As mentioned above, it is important to note that the analyses here include species counts and
data from all sites in the I-WeBS network. Previous reports of national trends (e.g. Lewis et al.,
2019; Kennedy et al., 2023a) have focused on sites with greater than or equal to 50% count
coverage over the lifetime of the survey. Thus, the updated methodology described in this
report represents the most comprehensive analysis of I-WeBS data to date, ensuring birds at
all sites are represented in species totals and trends.

Many of the goose and swan species (e.g. Barnacle Goose and Greenland White-fronted
Goose) were excluded from the trend 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 Republic of Ireland census figures over time. Several other species
were also excluded from trend analyses as they are not robustly covered via I-WeBS. These
include elusive species such as Water Rail Rallus aquaticus, Moorhen Gallinula chloropus,
Jack Snipe Lymnocryptes minimus, and Snipe Gallinago gallinago (which all have a secretive
nature and are not easily detected using I-WeBS methods) and marine species such as Long-
tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis and Black-throated Diver Gavia arctica (which are difficult to
survey from land). Gulls and terns were not considered for analysis as they are not routinely
counted during I-WeBS core counts, and their distributions are generally too widespread
outside the I-WeBS site network for adequate monitoring by these methods alone.

2.5.3 Site importance

The peak season count of each species in each site was calculated to allow the relative
importance of I-WeBS sites to be assessed for each species. These peak season counts
considered all available actual I-WeBS core counts from all months September to March
inclusive (i.e. it did not include imputed counts). The mean of the peak season counts over the
most recent 5-season period available (2018/19 - 2022/23) was then calculated to account for
annual fluctuations in numbers. The peak count over the same period was also identified, along
with the month(s) in which the peak season counts occurred.

I-WeBS sites were ranked for each species based on the aforementioned 5-year mean of the
peak season counts. 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 T i.e. the 5-year mean of peak season counts exceeded the 1% flyway (international)
threshold. International, or flyway, thresholds were primarily based on the African-Eurasian
Waterbird Agreement (AEWA) Conservation Status Review 8 (CSR8) (AEWA, 2022)
international flyway population estimates. Any departures from this are detailed in the relevant
species accounts.
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Similarly, a site was deemed to support numbers of national importance if it regularly supported
1% or more of the All-Ireland population estimate of a species. The minimum threshold for
national importance is 20 individuals (Crowe et al., 2008), and the threshold is rounded to the
nearest five individuals if the 1% threshold is below 100, or to the nearest 10 if above.

The Irish Mute Swan Cygnus olor population is considered resident, with only a very small
number of records of individuals moving between the island of Ireland and elsewhere. As a
result, the threshold for national importance is also used as the threshold for international
importance for this species.

It should be noted neither imputed counts nor census counts were considered in any of these
calculations regarding site importance. The relevant census publications may provide a more
extensive assessment of site importance for individual species.

2.6 Pressures and threats

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

In relation to wintering waterbirds, pressures 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 facing wintering waterbirds are
therefore fundamental to understanding not only why the numbers and distribution of our
wintering waterbirds may be changing, but also to identify and inform conservation
management measures at various spatial scales (site, region, national, flyway). This report
provides an assessment of the current pressures and
waterbirds. The assessment was undertaken for all regularly occurring wintering waterbird
species in the Republic of Ireland monitored through I-WeBS and related surveys, including all
wintering waterbirds listed on Annex | of the EU Birds Directive and other migratory waterbird
species that trigger SPA designation nationally (DG Environment, 2023). The assessment
relates to reporting under Article 12 of the Birds Directive for the 6-year period 2019-2024
(inclusive) and the future two reporting periods (i.e. within 12 years following the end of the
current period). Pressures acting in the recent past (i.e. during the current reporting period;
excluding those which were deemed only to be a future threat, and not a current pressure)
were ranked as High, Medium or Low according to their influence (see DG Environment, 2023):

1 High: A highly significant factor contributing to the decline of the population or the
habitat of the species. It is an important direct or immediate influence on the population.

1 Medium: Contributes to the decline of the population or the habitat of the species, but
is not a high influence or a low influence pressure. It has a medium direct/immediate or
indirect influence on the population.

1 Low: Contributes to the decline of the population or the habitat of the species, although
not the main contributor and in combination with other pressures and/or factors.

11
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The process used to assign pressure categories and their influence was as follows:

1. Pressures & threats from previous Article 12 (for the period 2013 - 2018) reporting were
used as a starting point, on the basis that the majority are likely still relevant to some
extent. All pressure/threat codes and categories were reviewed and converted to new
codes/categories as necessary to align with updates to the current Article 12
categories.

2. A literature review was carried out with searches focused on key species, groups and
pressures, as well as additional searches in key journals such as Irish Birds, Wader
Study and Wildfowl which tend to focus on waterbirds in Ireland and nearby countries.
Species and species groups in decline were prioritised in searches. For those species
stable or increasing, searches in addition to those key hamed journals were carried out
where the I-WeBS team recalled or later found reference to relevant published material.

3. Other data sources such as government reports and bulletins (e.g. avian flu updates
from DAFM; Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine) and relevant legislation
and legislation changes, such as the Open Seasons Order and recent review, were
also collated.

4. Areview was carried out of responses to a questionnaire circulated to I-WeBS counters
annually since winter 2021/22 where they were asked to identify pressures and threats
affecting the sites they monitor for I-WeBS. The categories provided in the
guestionnaire closely aligned with those used for Article 12 reporting and a comment
box was included to capture any additional issues. At the time of analysis there had
been circa 200 responses to the questionnaire.

5. The combined list of pressures per species from all of the above was reviewed first on
a category-by-category basis, ensuring all relevant categories are included, that
previous species/category combinations are still worthy of inclusion and removed if not,
and adding new species/category combinations as necessary based on previous
literature review and best expert opinion. An initial review of influence level formed part
of this review stage, with further refinement later.

6. The list was then reviewed on a species-by-species basis, which was largely a repeat
of the previous process (step 5) but approached from a different angle for
thoroughness. There was then some further refinement of influence level.

7. A final refinement of influence levels was carried out based on the short-term trends of
each I-WeBS species. This was done on a species-by-species basis.

8. An estimate of the proportion of the population affected by each pressure was then
made based on best expert opinion.

9. The rationale/notes and sources/references for all species/pressure combinations were
all updated on an ongoing basis throughout the process.

The focus throughout was on pressures affecting the wintering populations in Ireland and
largely focused on pressures either in Ireland or on the species migration to Ireland. Problems
facing the population on the breeding grounds were generally not included as these are rarely
well known, described or quantified, and the varied origins of Irish-wintering birds mean it would
be prohibitively difficult to fully account for pressures across all relevant breeding areas. A
precautionary approach was taken to the influence level assigned to categories related to the
hunting of species, and to the impacts of avian flu, given that both result in direct mortality and
immediate loss of individuals from the population. Neither have been quantified in terms of the
number of individuals affected, their geographic spread in Ireland, or in the case of avian flu
there has been little in the way of data collection to understand the species most vulnerable or
affected by recent outbreaks. This is in line with previous Article 12 submissions.

The Influence levels for each species/pressure combination were based on best expert
opinion, taking into account:

1 The proportion of the Irish population likely under that specific pressure.
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3 Coverage

Given the large number of wetlands that support waterbirds in Ireland, and the limited pool of
volunteer and professional observers, complete coverage of all sites within and between
winters is not feasible. Continuous efforts are made to assign surveyors to those sites that can
maximise the scientific value of data gathered. I-WeBS prioritises sites that overlap with
waterbird SPAs, and other sites with large concentrations of waterbirds, for survey coverage.
Otherwise, maintaining consistent coverage on sites with long-term coverage is preferred over
assigning a surveyor to an infrequently covered site.

A total of 486 sites (comprising 1,539 subsites) of varying sizes were counted through I-WeBS
between 2016/17 and 2022/23, with lakes comprising the largest proportion of sites covered,
followed by estuaries and river/canals (Table 2). The location of these sites is illustrated in
Figure 1. Of the 486 sites covered, 110 overlap or are within SPAs. Some sites are covered
more regularly than others and 290 sites were surveyed with at least one count in at least three
seasons during the period 2016/17 - 2022/23, as illustrated in Figure 2.

A total of 448 sites (1,523 subsites) were surveyed during the recent 5-season period (2018/19
- 2022/23), upon which the assessment of site importance in the species accounts is based.
Of these, 238 were surveyed in at least three seasons during this period. All sites, their site
codes and their grid references are listed in Appendix 2.

Table 2 Habitat types of sites surveyed between
2016/17 and 2022/23 and their relative
percentage of all sites surveyed.

Habitat Type Sites Percentage (%)
Lake 231 47.5
Estuary 68 14.0
River/canal 53 10.9
Non-estuarine coast 40 8.2
Turlough 32 6.6
Grassland 28 5.8
Bog/marsh 12 2.5
Quarry/gravel pit 10 2.1
Reservoir 9 1.9
Lagoon 2 0.4
Arable 1 0.2

14
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Figure 1 Habitat types for I-WeBS sites surveyed at least once in the period 2016/17 -
2022/23.

I-WeBS site coverage, illustrated in Figure 2, is broadly consistent with previous reports though
coverage of some sites has changed (e.g. less coverage of Lough Corrib in recent years).
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Figure 4 Example map showing I-WeBS sites where Black-tailed
Godwit were recorded between 2018/19 and 2022/23.

A table lists sites in the Republic of Ireland of most importance for the species, based on the
abundance of the species at the site, as demonstrated in Table 3. Peak counts (based on
actual sightings rather than imputed counts) are presented for all seven seasons in the
reporting period. A blank count indicates the site was not surveyed that season. A zero
indicates that the site was surveyed that season, but the species was not recorded on site. An
asterisk indicates the number includes a low-quality count and should be considered a
minimum count. For the five most recent seasons the mean, peak and months of the peak
season seasonal peak counts are presented.

Very large flocks are often recorded as estimates, due to the difficulty in getting a precise count
(e.g. when dealing with a flock of thousands of Golden Plover in flight). This automatically
classifies the count as being low quality. To avoid sites with low-quality peak counts from being
ignored, the mean count should ideally include these low-quality counts. However, if the low-
quality count is O or unusually low, for example due to poor visibility or extreme disturbance,
these low-quality counts should ideally not be included in the mean. To handle these scenarios
consistently, the mean displayed in the table is the higher of the two corresponding
calculations: the mean of the good quality peak counts in the five seasons, and the mean of
all peak counts in the five seasons, irrespective of quality.
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Table 3 Example table showing some of the I-WeBS sites supporting internationally and/or
nationally important numbers of Black-tailed Godwit between 2018/19 and 2022/23,
ranked by the mean of peak season counts.

2018/19 - 2022/23

Site
16/17 17/18 18/19 19/20 20/21 21/22 22/23 Mean Peak Month(s)
Little Brosna Callows 2280 3615 2510 1051 2445% 5000* 6760* 3553* 6760 ';'gg ,f/f:i”r
Cork Harbour 2210 3074 2559 3807* 2976* 2563* 3160* 3013* 3807* I\SAZ? Oct,
Dundalk Bay 4227 3796 2260* 2447 2944 2216* 3596* 2696 3596* iﬂa:r' Feb,
Wesxford Harbour & 3210 1590 3300 1785 1502* 1809 5000% 2679* 5000* NOV:
Slobs Dec, Jan
Dublin Bay 1274 1479 3360 2087 1499 2615 2343* 2618 3369 v Do
Lough Swilly 1200 1045 1134 1467 679 1572 2665 1503 2665 -cP-DeC
Feb, Mar
Lough Foyle (WeBS) 335 757 2213 862 1224 1001 1416* 1343* 2213 Sgé' 'R'/Ioe;’r
Rahasane Turlough 460 545 600 1800* 2500* 98 1332 1266* 2500* Oct, Jan
Clonakilty Bay 613 732 1256 870 985 762 932* 968 1256 822 Nov,
Ballymacoda 1040 434 1051 1236 489 731 877 1236 Oct, Feb
Blackwater Estuary 568 1147 1116 293 665 1412* 872* 1412* Jan, Feb
Blackwater Callows 7 179 852 1195 500 875* 856* 1195 Nov, Mar
Dungarvan Harbour 1387 1109 1401 578 267 704 985 808 1401 MOV
Dec, Feb
Tramore Back Strand 922 978 1201 17 468 906 708 1201 MOV
Dec, Mar
Nanny Estuary & shore 345 239 332 796  166* 107* 164* 564 796 Oct
Braganstown 0 300 0 0 0 2500 560¢ 2500¢ NOVs
Dec, Jan
Courtmacsherry Bay,
Broadstrand Bay & 461 574 646 572 412 521 522 535 646 Nov, Jan
Dunworley
. Sep,
Tralee Bay, Lough Gill 57 15 300 114  163* 975* 1042* 519% 1042* Nov,
& Akeragh Lough
Dec, Jan
Broadmeadow . Oct, Dec,
(Malahide) Betuary 293 245 699 577 214* 186 489 488 699 _
Rogerstown Estuary 1113 1201 562 367 213* 525 402* 485 562 Sgtt)' Nov,
Cahore Marshes 171 385 825 460 825 Jan, Feb
Bandon Estuary 317 570 290 370 620 427 620 NOV:
Dec, Jan
Little Brosna Callows 200 600 400 600 Dec, Jan
(Aerial)
Boyne Estuary 360 428 316 425 211 358* 266 315¢ 425 ooP Och
Dec, Feb
Shannon Callows 0 600 300 600 Jan

(Aerial)
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4.2 Brent Goose Branta bernicla hrota Cadhan

hrota, Canada & Greenland/Ireland

Wintering Population

All-Ireland (2018-2023): 27,060
ROI (2018-2023): 25,630
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2018-2023): 22,140

Site Threshold

International Importance: 360
National Importance: 270

Population Change (ROI)

5-year (2016-2022): +22.1%

12-year (2009-2022): -6%

26-year (1995-2022): +104.3%
Historical (1984-2023): +85.5%

Average annual change (1995-2022): +4%
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Figure 5 Calculated trends and graphed ROI population index for Brent Goose. Photo: John
Fox.

There are three populations of the Light-bellied hrota subspecies of Light-bellied Brent Goose
(Wetlands International, 2018) (Figure 5). The Light-bellied Brent geese (hereafter Brent
geese) that winter in Ireland come from the Canadian eastern Queen Elizabeth Islands
breeding population. Small numbers of this population also winter in Great Britain, France, the
Chanel Islands and Spain. The Irish population has shown large increases in the short- and
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4.3 Canada Goose Branta canadensis Gé Cheanadach

resident oO0ferald population
migratory birds

Wintering Population

All-Ireland (2018-2023): 1,930
ROI (2018-2023): 490
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2018-2023): 290

Site Threshold

International Importance: NA
National Importance: NA

Population Change (ROI)

5-year (2016-2022): -6.1%
12-year (2009-2022): +24.4%
26-year (1995-2022): +148.8%
Historical (1984-2023): NA
Average annual change (1995-2022): +5.7%
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Figure 7 Calculated trends and graphed ROI population index for Canada Goose. Photo:
Chelsie Jones.

Wetlands International (2018) recognise 14 populations of Canada Goose. Almost all of the
Canada geese in Ireland are part of the resident feral population, with single individuals of truly
wild North American origin occasionally joining goose flocks in the north-west (Figure 7). Full
details of these birds and their likely origins are generally provided in the Irish Rare Bird Report
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4.4 Barnacle Goose Branta leucopsis Gé ghidrainn

Eastern Greenland & Iceland/Scotland & Ireland
Wintering Population
All-Ireland (2022/23): 13,827
ROI (2022/23): 13,827
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2022/23): 12,721
Site Threshold
International Importance: 620
National Importance: 140
Population Change (ROI)
5-year (2017-2023): -14.8%
10-year (2012-2023): -21%
24-year (1998-2023): +59.6%
35-year (1987-2023): +82.1%
Average annual change (1998-2023): +2.5%
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Figure 9 Calculated trends and graphed ROI population of Barnacle Goose based on census
data. Photo: Ronnie Martin.

The Greenland-breeding Barnacle Goose population winters exclusively in Ireland and
Scotland (Mitchell & Hall, 2013). Recently, a new breeding population has become established
on historical staging grounds in south-east Iceland (Jensen et al., 2018). In Ireland, they are
found almost exclusively on coastal pasture fields and offshore islands in the north-west. The
Irish-wintering population is censused on a regular basis through both aerial and ground counts
(Kelly et al., 2024). Note that the 1% threshold for international and national importance is
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4.5 Greylag Goose (Icelandic) Anser anser Geé ghlas

anser, Iceland/UK & Ireland
Wintering Population
All-Ireland (2018/19): 3,118
ROI (2020/21): 2,196
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2020/21): 2,030
Site Threshold
International Importance: 590
National Importance: 30
Population Change (ROI)
3-year (2017-2021): +59.4%
12-year (2008-2021): -36%
Average annual change (2007-2021): -3.8%
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Figure 11 Calculated trends and graphed ROI population of Greylag Goose (Icelandic) based
on census data. Photo: Sam Turley.

The Icelandic-breeding Greylag Goose population predominantly winters in northern Britain,
with smaller numbers in Ireland, south-west Norway and the Faroe Islands, as well as some
birds remaining in Iceland (Mitchell, 2015; Brides et al., 2018). The I-WeBS counter network
contributes to an annual autumn census of this population (Icelandic-breeding Goose Census,
0 | GEigure 11) across their wintering range, previously coordinated by the Wildfowl and
Wetlands Trust (Brides et al., 2018) and more recently by the British Trust for Ornithology
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4.6 Greylag Goose (resident) Anser anser Gé ghlas (cOnaithe)

Ireland (resident/naturalised)

Wintering Population

All-Ireland (2018-2023): 6,780
ROI (2018-2023): 3,480
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2018-2023): 2,540

Site Threshold

International Importance: NA
National Importance: NA

Population Change (ROI)

5-year (2016-2022): +9.9%
12-year (2009-2022): +16.3%
26-year (1995-2022): +44.9%
Historical (1984-2023): +28.1%
Average annual change (1995-2022): +1.7%
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Figure 13 Calculated trends and graphed ROI population index for Greylag Goose (resident).
Photo: Sarah Adams.

The population of Greylag geese that both breed and winter in Ireland have been referred to
as6feral 6 or Onaturalisedd because some are Kknc
wildfowlers in the 20th century (Boland & Crowe,2 00 8) . We have opted for
here as there may be other sources of birds in this population that have yet to be identified,

such as the north-west Scotland population (Burke et al., 2023). Previous analyses have

39












IWM 162 (2025) The status and distribution of wintering waterbirds in Ireland

4.7 Pink-footed Goose Anser brachyrhynchus Gé ghobghearr

Eastern Greenland & Iceland/UK

Site Threshold
International Importance 5,400
I-WeBS Peak season counts

ROI Mean (2018-2023): 471
ROI Peak (2018-2023): 804

Figure 15 Peak season counts of Pink-footed Goose at I-WeBS sites. Photo: John Fox.

The Pink-footed Goose (Figure 15) population that breeds in Iceland and East Greenland
winters almost exclusively in Britain, with small but increasing numbers visiting Ireland (Brides
et al., 2021). Their numbers are monitored on the wintering grounds as part of the International
Goose Census (IGC), previously coordinated by the Wildfowl and Wetlands Trust and now by
the British Trust for Ornithology in Britain, and under the auspices of I-WeBS in ROl. Numbers
have increased very significantly at flyway level in recent decades, with totals in Britain
exceeding 500,000 individuals in three of the six years from 2015 to 2020 (Brides et al., 2021).
Since then numbers have declined and the most recent estimate for Britain was 443,048 in
winter 2022/23 (Woodward et al., 2024), though this represented a 6% increase from the
previous winter and the species still stands at over 90% higher than it was in the 1990s. Pink-
footed geese were scarce winter visitors to ROI until very recently. Between 2004/05 and
2008/09 they reached an annual peak of 86 geese (mean 30) (Boland & Crowe, 2012),
increasing to a peak of 184 (mean 133) from 2009/10 to 2015/16 (Lewis et al., 2019). Numbers
here have almost quadrupled since, reaching a peak of 804 birds and a mean of 471 across
the recent period.

Much of this increase has been reflected in large increases at previously used sites that are
important for other geese, such as Dundalk Bay, Lough Swilly, Lough Foyle and Wexford
Harbour and Slobs. They were recorded at 36 I1-WeBS sites in recent years (compared to 33
in the previous period) (Lewis et al., 2019) (see Figure 16 and Table 9).

Note that while numbers are monitored as part of the IGC, those totals presented here are
based on I-WeBS core count data as this was deemed more representative for the recent
period. A review of their numbers and distribution from 2017/18 to 2019/20 found that they
were only recorded in a single month in 23 of the 30 I-WeBS sites they were recorded in during
that period. This level of temporary site usage makes it difficult to adequately census the ROI
population early in the winter.

Though no Irish cases have been discovered in recent years, 163 Pink-foot carcasses were
recovered from the Solway Estuary in Scotland following an outbreak of Highly Pathogenic
Avian Influenza (HPAI) in winter 2021/22 (Ross et al., 2024). This incident and the known
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4.8 Greenland White-fronted Goose Anser albifrons flavirostris Gé
bhanéadanach

Greenland/UK & Ireland

Wintering Population

All-Ireland (2022/23): 7,792
ROI (2022/23): 7,775
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2022/23): 7,461

Site Threshold

International Importance: 150
National Importance: 80

Population Change (ROI)

5-year (2017-2023): -18.9%

12-year (2010-2023): -37.5%

26-year (1996-2023): -41.8%

40-year (1982-2023): -14.5%

Average annual change (1996-2023): -1.6%
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Figure 17 Calculated trends and graphed ROI population of Greenland White-fronted Goose
based on census data. Photo: John Carey.

The Greenland White-fronted Goose (Figure 17), a subspecies of the Greater White-fronted
Goose, breeds in Western Greenland and migrates to Ireland and Britain (predominantly
Scotland) for the winter. Systematic annual censuses of this species in Ireland began in winter
1982/83, when the flyway population numbered 16,541 individuals. By winter 1998/99 the
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population had increased to 35,692 as a result of shooting moratoriums on the wintering
grounds and site management and conservation efforts at their main wintering sites,
particularly the Wexford Slobs in Ireland and on Islay in Scotland. Since that time the flyway
population has undergone a major decline and stands at half of what it was at that peak,
numbering 18,027 birds in the spring census of 2023 (Fox et al., 2023). Those same increases
and declines occurred in Ireland, with the population here now standing at 7,775 individuals in
ROI. Importantly, the range of the species in Ireland was declining even as the national
population was increasing in the 1980s and 1990s, exhibiting a north-eastwards shift
(Schindler et al., 2024a). Ireland previously supported over 50% of the flyway population up to
1990, but now supports approximately 43% (Fox et al., 2023).

The sites and numbers of Greenland White-fronted Goose presented in Figure 18 and Table
10 are based on I-WeBS core count data only. More comprehensive data is gathered by NPWS
and the Greenland White-fronted Goose Study Group as part of annual monitoring efforts (Fox
et al.,, 2023). Greenland White-fronted Goose was recorded at 44 sites through I-WeBS in
recent years, an increase from 33 sites in the previous period (2009/10 - 2015/16) (Lewis et
al., 2019). Note that the 1% threshold for international and national importance is based on the
most recent census data (Fox et al., 2024). Wexford Harbour and Slobs continues to be by far
their most important site in Ireland, but this has also acted as a population sink (Weegman et
al., 2017). Other sites of importance as evidenced by I-WeBS data continue to be Lough Swilly
and Dunfanaghy New Lake in Donegal, Lough Iron in Westmeath, the Little Brosna Callows in
Offaly/Tipperary and the Southern Roscommon Lakes. Additional data through census results
show that Lough Gara in Sligo/Roscommon and the River Suck in Roscommon/Galway also
continue to support numbers of national importance.

The predominant reason for the rapid population decline has been very poor productivity,
thought to be due to conditions on the breeding grounds (Weegman et al., 2017; Fox et al.,
2024), though investigations are ongoing into possible carryover effects that may influence
later breeding outcomes (e.g. Schindler et al., 2024b). Other pressures such as direct mortality
as a result of illegal hunting are likely contributing to population declines or limiting population
maintenance/recovery. In Iceland, numbers hunted annually ranged from 70 to 460 per year
from 2018 to 2022 (Statistics Iceland, 2025) and these are likely underestimates. Disturbance
on the wintering grounds also poses a threat that likely impact subsequent breeding efforts
(Norriss & Wilson, 1988; Schindler et al., 2024b). Furthermore, as such a high proportion of
the Irish and flyway populations remain concentrated at so few sites, avian flu remains a
significant threat, although the species has apparently not been significantly impacted by
outbreaks in recent years.

Note: the All-Ireland population estimate for winter 2022/23 (Fox et al., 2023) does not include
a count for the Lower Lough Macnean flock (Northern Ireland) as no counts were received for
that season, nor the preceding season. A flock of 108 were recorded in winter 2023/24 (see
Fox et al., 2024).

47









IWM 162 (2025) The status and distribution of wintering waterbirds in Ireland

4.9 Mute Swan Cygnus olor Eala bhalbh

Ireland
Wintering Population
All-Ireland (2018-2023): 10,520
ROI (2018-2023): 7,940
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2018-2023): 4,630
Site Threshold
International Importance: 110
National Importance: 110
Population Change (ROI)
5-year (2016-2022): +10.5%
12-year (2009-2022): +16.7%
26-year (1995-2022): +8.2%
Historical (1984-2023): -1.7%
Average annual change (1995-2022): +0.3%
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Figure 19 Calculated trends and graphed ROI population index for Mute Swan. Photo: Shay
Connolly.

The Irish Mute Swan population (Figure 19) is sedentary and treated as distinct from those in
either Britain or the rest of north-west Europe due to the very small amount of ringing records
of birds moving across the Irish Sea. The national threshold for site importance is therefore the
same as the international threshold.

50






























IWM 162 (2025) The status and distribution of wintering waterbirds in Ireland

4.12 Shelduck Tadornatadorna Seil-lacha

North-west Europe

Wintering Population

All-Ireland (2018-2023): 10,480
ROI (2018-2023): 7,120
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2018-2023): 6,750

Site Threshold

International Importance: 3,100
National Importance: 100

Population Change (ROI)

5-year (2016-2022): +2.5%
12-year (2009-2022): -2.4%
26-year (1995-2022): -30.9%
Historical (1984-2023): -7.9%
Average annual change (1995-2022): -1.2%
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Figure 25 Calculated trends and graphed ROI population index for Shelduck. Photo: Ronnie
Martin.

Common Shelduck in Ireland are part of the north-west European population (Figure 25).
Breeding Shelduck in this population undertake a moult migration after the breeding season.
Traditionally, it was believed that nearly all western European Shelducks migrated to the
German Wadden Sea for moulting, where systematic counts have been conducted since the
late 1980s. Recent surveys, however, indicate that approximately a quarter of the moulting

60



IWM 162 (2025) The status and distribution of wintering waterbirds in Ireland

Shelducks in the Wadden Sea have shifted from Germany to the Dutch Wadden Sea (JMMB,
2013). Additionally, significant moulting gatherings in late summer are also found in the UK,
particularly in areas such as the Humber Estuary, The Wash, Bridgwater Bay in the Severn
Estuary, and the Firth of Forth (Patterson, 1982). There is evidence for a range of migration
strategies within north-west European Shelduck, with some birds wintering near their breeding
area, some at or near their moulting site, some wintering a great distance away from their
breeding areas and some remaining sedentary (Cimiotti et al., 2023). The European population
is currently stable (Wetlands International, 2024). The ROI population has undergone a large
decline since the mid-1990s, which has slowed in the medium-term and shown a small
increase in recent years. There has been a similar trend in the UK, with a significant decline
over 25-years but slowing more recently (Woodward et al., 2024).

Shelducks were recorded at 95 sites in recent years, almost all of which were coastal. Though
there are sites supporting numbers of national importance on all coasts, the concentration of
four such sites in county Dublin is notable (see Figure 26 and Table 14). Less than 1% of the
recent population estimate is from the 2015/16 Non-Estuarine Coastal Waterbird Survey
(NEWS-III; Lewis et al., 2017).

Given their reliance on estuarine habitat Shelduck are vulnerable to the many sources of
recreational disturbance that occur in estuaries adjacent to urban areas. Disturbance from
humans walking with/without dogs is consistently found to be the most disturbing activity at
sites during assessments undertaken for SPA conservation objectives. Disturbance from
sports, tourism and leisure activities was the most frequently cited pressure at I-WeBS sites
for all species groups, in a survey of I-WeBS counters. In addition, research indicates that
shallow-water species such as Shelduck have exhibited a north-eastward shift in distribution
in Europe in response to higher North Atlantic Oscillation (NAO) index values (Pavén-Jordan
et al., 2018).
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4.13 Shoveler Spatula clypeata Spadalach

North-west & Central Europe (wintering)

Wintering Population

All-Ireland (2018-2023): 3,300
ROI (2018-2023): 3,130
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2018-2023): 2,140

Site Threshold

International Importance: 750
National Importance: 35

Population Change (ROI)

5-year (2016-2022): +50%
12-year (2009-2022): +12.5%
26-year (1995-2022): +14.3%
Historical (1984-2023): -21.7%
Average annual change (1995-2022): +0.6%
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Figure 27Calculated trends and graphed ROI population index for Shoveler. Photo: John Fox.

Wetlands International (2018) recognises three populations of the Northern Shoveler, with Irish
birds, belonging to the north-western and central European (non-breeding) population,
showing an increasing trend at the flyway level. In Ireland, Shoveler numbers have fluctuated
since the start of I-WeBS and the 2022/23 season provided a particularly high total for the
species here (Figure 27). The short-term trend is for a very high increase, with more modest
gains over the medium- and long-term and recent numbers still falling short of those from the
1980s. In Northern Ireland, the overall trend had been declining since the early 1990s, but the
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4.14 Gadwall Mareca strepera Gadual

strepera, North-west Europe

Wintering Population

All-Ireland (2018-2023): 980
ROI (2018-2023): 660
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2018-2023): 340

Site Threshold

International Importance: 1,400
National Importance: 20

Population Change (ROI)

5-year (2016-2022): -35.9%
12-year (2009-2022): -3.2%
26-year (1995-2022): +46.8%
Historical (1984-2023): +97.3%
Average annual change (1995-2022): +1.8%
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Figure 29 Calculated trends and graphed ROI population index for Gadwall. Photo: John Fox.

Gadwall in Ireland are part of the north-west European breeding population (Figure 29). The
flyway population is showing an overall upward trend (Wetlands International, 2018). While
Gadwall numbers in Ireland have generally risen over the long term, there has been a
substantial decline over the last few years. This has occurred amidst a general flyway
population increase as well as an increase in the Irish breeding population (Burke et al., 2020).
Since the late 1970s, Gadwall numbers in Britain have steadily increased, and in Northern
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4.15 Wigeon Mareca penelope Rualacha

Western Siberia & North-east Europe/North-west Europe

Wintering Population

All-Ireland (2018-2023): 66,720
ROI (2018-2023): 60,890
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2018-2023): 44,010

Site Threshold

International Importance: 14,000
National Importance: 670

Population Change (ROI)

5-year (2016-2022): +4.2%
12-year (2009-2022): 0%
26-year (1995-2022): -28.1%
Historical (1984-2023): -33.3%
Average annual change (1995-2022): -1.1%
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Figure 31 Calculated trends and graphed ROI population index for Wigeon. Photo: Richard T
Mills.

The Eurasian Wigeon that winter in north-western Europe breed across both north-western
and north-eastern Europe, reaching as far east as Western Siberia. This flyway population is
currently stable after a period of decline (Wetlands International, 2018). The updated
methodology used here has revised the Irish population upward from the previous estimates
(Burke et al., 2018). In Ireland, Wigeon have declined by a third since the 1980s and 1990s,
but that has slowed in recent years and numbers have been stable in the short-term (Figure
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Table 171-WeBS sites supporting internationally and/or nationally important numbers of Wigeon
between 2018/19 and 2022/23, ranked by the mean of peak season counts.

2018/19 - 2022/23

Site

16/17 17/18 18/19 19/20 20/21 21/22 22/23 Mean Peak Month(s)
. Jan, Feb,
Little Brosna Callows 1970 6316 5330 7573 5036* 6024* 7900* 6452 7900% |7t
Little Brosna Callows 4100 6770 5435 6770 Jan
(Aerial)
River Suck (Aerial) 1540* 4306 4306 4306 Jan
Rahasane Turlough 3500 4500 3750* 3800* 4000* 5100 2159 3762* 5100 Jan, Feb
Shannon&Fergus Estuary 2982 2082 2982 Dec
(Aerial)
Castlemaine Harbour & ) 55164 1737+ 3903* 1900* 2550* 3230% 3318* 2080* 3903*
Rossbehy
Shannon Callows (Aerial) 1655 3863 2759 3863 Jan
Tacumshin Lake 7500 4095 1700 1220 2000 3000 1750 1934 3000 ggg Nov,
Lough Swilly 4383 1964 2318* 1867 1656 1939 1630 1882* 2318* IJ\I::'EeebC'
Wexford Harbour & Slobs 3480 1392 1050 2290 967* 1724* 401* 1670 2290 Dec
Rogerstown Estuary 1094 1695 1451 1669 1158 2249 1290* 1632 2249 ';'gg Dec,
Inner Galway Bay 2051 1378 1600 1373 1584 1519 1600 Jan
Cahore Marshes 1258 2152 624 1345 2152 :;'gg’ Jan,
River Suck 087* 1923 1885* 840 1602 770* 1314* 1282* 1885* 'J\';r:"geebc'
fggs‘em Roscommon 667 1621 520 634* 518 783* 1972 1246 1972 Jan
Dublin Bay 1839 918 1314 1833 1082 730 738* 1240 1833 Nov, Dec
Cork Harbour 1605 1848 1242 1141 1115 1162 1171* 1166* 1242 Eeeg' Jan,
Castleplunket Turloughs 1038 926 1315 961 1138 1315 Nov, Jan
Lough Foyle (WeBS) 1805 695 1666 1244 930 618 1090 1110 1666 gig’ ?;r:
North Central Galway 650 221 1080 1080 1080 Jan
Lakes
North Wicklow Coastal . . . » Nov, Dec,
Marshes 1089 1231 983 801 1070* 871 833" 012* 1070* j oV O
Ballysadare Bay 503 702 1127 638 482* 754 840 1127 Nov, Jan
Courtmacsherry Bay,
Broadstrand Bay & 2136 750 1053 1204 654 580 367 772 1204 Nov, Dec
Dunworley
Blackwater Callows 334 264 519 670 1072 753* 754 1072 Dec, Jan
Lough Derg (Shannon) 798 798 798  Nov
(Aerial)
Clonakilty Bay 1067 753 930 550 647 506 637* 683 930 Lo D%

* includes a low-quality count e.g. estimate.
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4.16 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos Mallard

platyrhynchos, North-west Europe

Wintering Population

All-Ireland (2018-2023): 25,160
ROI (2018-2023): 17,560
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2018-2023): 8,430

Site Threshold

International Importance: 53,000
National Importance: 250

Population Change (ROI)

5-year (2016-2022): -5.7%
12-year (2009-2022): -14.7%
26-year (1995-2022): -29.3%
Historical (1984-2023): -53%

Average annual change (1995-2022): -1.1%
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Figure 33 Calculated trends and graphed ROI population index for Mallard. Photo: Ita Martin.

Mallard in Ireland are part of a population that breeds across northern Europe, with a non-
breeding range extending across north-western Europe and reaching as far east as the Baltic.
This population is declining (Wetlands International, 2024). Irish-breeding Mallards are
resident year-round, and their numbers are bolstered each winter by migrants from northern
Europe and Britain (Wernham et al., 2002). The Irish wintering population has been in decline
since the 1980s, though the decline has slowed in more recent years (Figure 33). The UK
population has showed similar declines over the same period (Woodward et al., 2024).
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Mallards are widely distributed across freshwater and coastal wetlands and were recorded at
387 sites during the recent period. Lough Swilly, Lough Foyle, Dundalk Bay, and Wexford
Harbour & Slobs remain among the most significant sites, consistent with previous periods,
though the available season peak counts suggest significant declines at the latter two. Recent
data show Lough Ree to also be amongst the most important sites. Loughs Neagh & Beg (NI)
continues to be the most important site complex on the island of Ireland for Mallards, where
they have a stable population over the short-, medium- and long-term (El Haddad et al., 2023).

Mallard are the most widespread wintering waterbird in Ireland, present in 86% of 10 km
squares in the most recent Bird Atlas (Balmer et al., 2013). As such, they are found in varying
numbers in many ponds, streams, bogs and other small wetlands across the country that are
not monitored as part of I-WeBS (see Figure 34 and Table 18). The I-WeBS site network
includes many small, and most medium and large lakes, turloughs, estuaries, flooded rivers
and other significantly sized wetlands, however, and given the consistency of the declining
trend and the similar trajectory in other parts of their range, we can be confident that the trends
here are representative of the broader population. Wiegers et al. (2022) identified low duckling
survival as a key driver of Mallard declines in the Netherlands. Hill (1984) found similar for the
UK and given the disproportionate declines in ground-nesting birds across Europe (McMahon
et al., 2024) it seems likely that this is a widespread problem. Frost et al. (2018) suggest that
declines in UK wintering Mallard populations could be linked to fewer releases by shooting
estates and/or possibly short-stopping by Russian birds. The harmful effects of ingesting lead
gunshot may also be a factor (Green & Pain, 2016).

Mallard are a huntable species on the Open Seasons Order in Ireland, though no bag data is
available to examine changes to the annual harvest over time. In Ireland hunters and gun clubs
release large numbers of captive-reared Mallard annually, suggested at 12,000-13,000 in ROI
in recent years (NARGC, 2024), though underlying data and long-term trends are not publicly
available. Various studies have found that released Mallard have very low survival rates to the
following breeding season (Champagnon et al., 2016a; Soderquist et al., 2021) and a low
overall reproductive output, but can still form a significant part of the wild population and act
as a useful buffer for the wild population with regards potential declines from harvesting
(Champagnon et al., 2016b).
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Table 181-WeBS sites supporting internationally and/or nationally important numbers of Mallard
between 2018/19 and 2022/23, ranked by the mean of peak season counts.

2018/19 - 2022/23

Site

16/17 17/18 18/19 19/20 20/21 21/22 22/23 Mean Peak Month(s)

Sep, Oct,

Lough Foyle (WeBS) ~ 1190 919 1184 947 1312 1038 1550 1206 1550 P
Lough Swilly 1451 686 1372 877 1252 1190 1187 1176 1372 Sep
ggg‘;ord Harbour & 644 557 870 631 1044* 201* 210* 750 1044* Nov, Dec
Lough Ree 87+ 404 507* 209 654 444* 654 Dec, Jan
Dundalk Bay 1084 538 454 415 371 232% 292* 413 454 Jan
Boora Lakes - Back
Lakes Finnamores 399 399 399 Sep
Cork Harbour 393 318 405 444 253* 302 406 389 444 ?aerﬁ’ Oct,
Castlemaine Harbour & 565 179 164 200+ 556* 607* 396+ 385+ eo7+ oPr OCh
Rossbehy Dec, Jan
Glenamaddy Turlough 22 709 366 709 Oct, Mar
North Central Galway 330 266* 200%  278% 290
Lakes
Rahasane Turlough 120 230 106* 426 373* 390* 95*  278* 426*
Lough Leane & 271 153 297 222 229 312 303 273 312 ~ep Oct
Killarney Valley Dec
Tara Mines Tailings 327 192 260 327 Oct, Dec

Ponds

* includes a low-quality count e.g. estimate.
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4.17 Pintail Anas acuta Biorearrach

North-west Europe 4
Wintering Population
All-Ireland (2018-2023): 2,180
ROI (2018-2023): 1,470
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2018-2023): 1,380
Site Threshold
International Importance: 740
National Importance: 20
Population Change (ROI)
5-year (2016-2022): +40.9%
12-year (2009-2022): +31%
26-year (1995-2022): +8.1%
Historical (1984-2023): +3.5%
Average annual change (1995-2022): +0.3%
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Figure 35 Calculated trends and graphed ROI population index for Pintail. Photo: John Fox.

Wetlands International (2018) recognises three populations of the Northern Pintail (hereafter
Pintail). The population that breeds across northern Europe and Western Siberia, and winters
in north-west Europe, including Ireland, has a stable/increasing population trend (AEWA,
2022). While there has been some inter-annual fluctuation in numbers, the overall trend in
Ireland across the short-, medium- and long-term has been an increasing one, though the
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Table 191-WeBS sites supporting internationally and/or nationally important numbers of Pintail
between 2018/19 and 2022/23, ranked by the mean of peak season counts.

2018/19 - 2022/23

Site
16/17 17/18 18/19 19/20 20/21 21/22 22/23 Mean Peak Month(s)
Little Brosna Callows 33 289 402 337 1519+ 218 514* 598* 1519* Eﬂz‘ﬁ Jan,
Dublin Bay 190 222 318 192 252 400 348 302* 400 Eeeg’ Jan,
Lough Foyle (WeBS) 421 285 400 188 269 340 296 299 400 Eﬂz‘ﬁ Jan,
Dundalk Bay 302 223 111 91 226 57 199* 143 226 Jan
Rahasane Turlough 156 7 70*  139*  48* 188 76 132 188 Jan, Feb
Castlemaine Harbour & " " N . . . Dec, Jan,
Rossbehy 108 100 40  57*  90* 200* 90*  95*  200*
Tacumshin Lake 142 229 123* 158 74 15 100 94* 158 Nov, Dec
River Suck 130+ 62 74 50 34 50 54  52% 74 Egk‘)’ ; Jan,
Nov,
Lough Swilly 30 24 31 7 3 80 8 43 89 Dec, Jan,
Feb, Mar
Inner Galway Bay 11 35 8 92 25 42 92 Jan, Mar
Tralee Bay, Lough Gill . . N N N
& Akeragh Lough 27 0 8 6 2 91*  64* 34+  91* Nov, Dec
Cork Harbour 36 1 51 20 26 25 20+ 30 51 E:g’ Jan,
southern Roscommon g5 47 31 omx 7px g 12 29+  72* Jan, Feb
Lakes
Broadmeadow . Nov, Jan,
(Malahide) Estuary 23 39 16 0 12 28 21 a1 Y

* includes a low-quality count e.g. estimate.
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4.18 Teal Anas crecca Pras
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lacha

crecca, North-west Europe

Wintering Population

All-Ireland (2018-2023):
ROI (2018-2023):
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2018-2023):

Site Threshold

International Importance:
National Importance:

Population Change (ROI)

5-year (2016-2022):
12-year (2009-2022):
26-year (1995-2022):
Historical (1984-2023):
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Average annual change (1995-2022):

44,350
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+2.2%
+9.2%
-8.7%

-22.1%
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Figure 37 Calculated trends and graphed ROI population index for Teal. Photo: Richard T

Mills.

Teal wintering in Ireland belong to the north-west European population, which has generally

been increasing since assessments began across the flyway. Ireland has a small breeding
population, as well as receiving large numbers of winter migrants. While the Irish-wintering
numbers have generally remained stable over the long-term, a recent short-term decline has
been evident (Figure 37). Similarly, Teal populations in the UK are on a long-term upward

trajectory of 11% but have seen declines in the short-term of 4% (Woodward et. al.,

2023).
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4.19 Pochard Aythya ferina Pdiseard ciordhearg

North-east Europe/North-west Europe

Wintering Population

All-Ireland (2018-2023): 6,860
ROI (2018-2023): 2,330
ROI I-WeBS SPA Sites (2018-2023): 1,860

Site Threshold

International Importance: 1,500
National Importance: 70

Population Change (ROI)

5-year (2016-2022): -32.5%

12-year (2009-2022): -74.8%

26-year (1995-2022): -87.1%

Historical (1984-2023): -84.5%

Average annual change (1995-2022): -3.3%
o ©

1000 -

Population Index

500 -
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Figure 39 Calculated trends and graphed ROI population index for Pochard. Photo: John Fox.

Wetlands International recognises three populations of Common Pochard, hereafter Pochard.
Ireland is part of the wintering grounds for the north-east and north-west European breeding
population. Pochard numbers have been in steep decline in Ireland since at least the 1980s,
mirroring the broader downward trend observed in other diving ducks, such as Goldeneye and
Tufted Duck (Figure 39). This decline is mirrored in the UK, where numbers have dropped by
74% between 1996/97 and 2021/22 (AEWA, 2022; Woodward et al., 2024).
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https://www.gov.ie/en/organisation/department-of-housing-local-government-and-heritage/
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