
Dolphins & Birds

Chough
The Chough (pronounced “Chuff”)
is one of the most exciting birds to
see along the west coast of
Ireland. Although it resembles
a crow, to which it is related,
the Chough is lively, acrobatic
and fascinating to watch. It is
declining in other parts of
Europe but the population along
the western seaboard appears
healthy due to the maintenance of
traditional farming practices. Choughs search for beetles and
other insects on the short grass along the cliff tops. 

Look for its glossy black plumage, red legs and curved red
bill, and listen for its distinctive call, which gives the bird its
name.

Fulmar
Fulmars are the most regularly observed seabird from the
Ballybunion cliffs throughout the year. They can be identified
by their stiff, grey, broad wings on which they glide effort-
lessly. Fulmars are petrels, a family which includes the
albatrosses and shearwaters. Look carefully at the birds sitting
on the cliff and notice their ‘tubenose’, a distinctive feature of
petrels, but don’t get too close, as they are capable of vomiting
all over you to defend themselves and their chick! 

Fulmars can live up to 50 years and lay only one egg each year,
which they incubate for 6-8 weeks. Fulmars colonised Ireland
from Scotland in 1911 and have now spread all around the
Irish coast.

Bottlenose dolphins
The Shannon estuary is one of the most important sites for
bottlenose dolphins in Europe. Although widespread, the
Shannon estuary is home to the only known resident group in
Ireland and are present throughout the year .

Bottlenose dolphins are protected under the Wildlife Act
(1976) and the Shannon Estuary is a Special Area of
Conservation (SAC) under the EU Habitats Directive.

The Shannon is also an important calving area with calves
born from April to September. There are probably only about
30-40 resident dolphins but many hundreds use the estuary for
some part of the year.

Tips for dolphin-watching
When looking for dolphins, choose a calm day. Scan the
estuary, preferably with binoculars or better still a telescope. If
you see a dark shape or splashes of white water, watch this
area for a few minutes and look out for the tall, dark, sickle-
shaped fin cutting through the water. Dolphins in the Shannon
estuary are usually in groups of 6-10 individuals although up
to 30 may be seen. Dolphins are often observed leaping over
and over again or surfing in the waves close inshore. 

Individual dolphins can be recognised by distinctive and
permanent markings on there body or notches and nicks in
their dorsal fins.  See if you can recognise any individuals!  

Starlings
The starling may be a familiar bird to most people, but take a
little time to look more closely. In the summer their plumage
is iridescent green and blue while in the winter they are quite
spotty all over. Starlings live in a wide range of habitats
including along the coast. 

On winter evenings huge numbers of starlings can be seen,
whirling and twisting like a black cloud in the air, before
landing to roost on the cliffs at Ballybunion.

Identifying bottlenose dolphins
Bottlenose dolphins are large (up to 3.5m in length) and grey
in appearance. They have pale bellies, which you can see
when they jump clear of the water.

For many years the dolphins in the Shannon were called
‘porpoises’but porpoises rarely leap, and if you see animals
leaping you can be pretty sure they are dolphins. Young
animals are paler than adults and can be recognised by white
vertical lines, which are crease marks from when they were
curled up in their mother ’s womb.

The Black Guillemot also belongs to the auk family and can
often be seen swimming, singly or in pairs, on the water close
to the coast. All black with a large white patch on each wing
and red legs and gape, the Black Guillemot looks completely
different in the winter when its chest, underparts and head are
white, and only its back remains black. They nest under
boulders or in deep crevices in the cliffs here. 

Razorbills belong to the auk family and are medium-sized,
stocky seabirds with black head and upperparts and white
chest and belly. They look a little like a penguin and indeed
they share the same ecological niche, but in diff e r e n t
hemispheres. 

The Razorbill can be distinguished from the Guillemot, which
is another auk, by its thick bill which has a white vertical line
near its tip. Razorbills build no nest but lay their single egg on
rocky ledges on cliffs.

Razorbills 

This information board was produced by the Shannon Dolphin and Wi l d l i f e
Foundation, which was established to formulate and implement a plan for the
development of sustainable dolphin-watching in the Shannon Region. For further
information on the wildlife of the Shannon region Tel: 065 9052326 or contact
sdwf@oceanfree.net. 

This board is part of the IWDG network of whalewatching boards funded by
Fragrances of Ireland. For further information on whalewatching in Ireland contact the
Irish Whale and Dolphin Group on iwdg@eircom.net or see our website www.iwdg.ie
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