
1 

1. Introduction
Richard Nairn and John O’Halloran

One of Ireland’s earliest ornithologists, 
William Thompson, wrote in the preface to 
his Natural History of Ireland (1850): The 
whole economy of the species will often be 
fully illustrated from original observation.

The word economy was used here 
because, in the mid-nineteenth century, 
the science of ecology was unknown. 
Taxonomy was the leading branch of 
zoology as early scientists grappled with 
the complex interrelationships between 
species, genera and families of animals. 
Darwin was still almost a decade away 
from publishing his seminal work On the 
Origin of Species (1859).

Nevertheless, Thompson well under-
stood the importance of habitat and diet in 
determining the bird fauna of an island like 
Ireland. He wrote: 

The plants which appear on particular soils 
attract such land birds as feed on their 
seeds. The submarine rocks and grounds 
on which sea-weeds grow plentifully so as 
to afford shelter to the minute fishes, and 

the molluscus and crustaceous animals on which the wading and swimming birds feed, tempt them 
in greater number to the neighbouring shores. The oozy, the sandy, the gravelly, the stony, the rocky 
beach has each its favourite species as has every peculiar natural or artificial feature of a country from 
the level of the sea to the most lofty mountain summit.

Thompson was making the connection between birds and their habitats and then linking the species 
to their particular type of food, which itself is dependent on physical components of the habitat such 
as sediment type, wetness and altitude. Today, the sciences of ornithology and ecology have merged 
and most birdwatchers, whether amateur or professional, understand that habitat type is a key factor 
in defining the species of birds found in any one place. 

Even so, from Thompson (1850) onwards, most books on Ireland’s birds (Usher and Warren 1900, 
Kennedy et al. 1954; Ruttledge 1966; Hutchinson 1989; Gibbons et al. 1994; Crowe 2005) have focused 
on species, numbers, status and distribution while the ecology of the birds is sometimes given little 
space. This book takes a different tack. Instead of asking the questions what, where, how many, it tries 
to address the more complex questions of why? 

Most modern bird books are organised in a taxonomic style, with systematic accounts of each 
species or groups of species such as raptors, seabirds or wildfowl. In contrast, this book is organised by 

William Thompson (1805–1852) was one of the 
first Irish ornithologists to write about the links 
between birds and their habitats.
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habitat type. Each chapter gives a brief account of what the habitat, 
or group of habitats, comprises before going on to describe the bird 
species and communities that are found there. In some cases, where 
the research is available, the reasons why these habitats are important 
for species or communities of birds are explored. For example, we 
know that the numbers and distribution of the Dipper are related 
to the structure and quality of its river habitat. Research on the 
Corncrake has shown the importance of the early vegetation cover in 
wet meadows on arrival in Ireland and the key requirement of long 
grass for the survival of the chicks. For estuarine bird communities, 
the type of sediment, degree of exposure and hence the invertebrate 
fauna are all key determinants.

Charles Elton was one of the pioneers of animal ecology. In his 
classic book The Pattern of Animal Communities (1966), he explained 
that patterns in nature are not regular, like the repeated designs on 
wallpaper. ‘In natural ecological systems’, he says, ‘it is unusual for 
exact regularity to occur. We find the repetition of component parts 
but not a replication of identical ones, nor at exact intervals. Each is 
a little or even a good deal different from the rest’. 

This inherent variability is evident in the habitats themselves – 
no two woodlands has exactly the same mix of soil types, aspect, 
annual rainfall or tree species. This variability is also reflected in the 
bird communities that occupy these habitats. In native woodlands 
there are many ecological niches that are occupied by particular 
species. For example, dense undergrowth encourages the nesting of 
species like Wren that need cover while tall mature trees are critical 
to birds such as chiffchaff and song thrush that require prominent 
song posts. Older trees with cavities are important for breeding of 
the hole-nesting species such as Blue Tit, Great Tit and Eurasian 
Treecreeper. Each woodland has a unique mix of these features so 
that, while the basic components of a woodland bird community are 
known, the exact balance of species can vary greatly depending on 
local habitat features and on management. 

Each estuary around the coastline has a similar spectrum of 
non-breeding wildfowl and wader flocks but the actual species 
making up these flocks is quite variable from place to place. Certain 
generalist species like Eurasian Curlew are widespread, whether on 
rock, sand or mud, while the specialists such as Common Shelduck 
and Black-tailed Godwit favour the extremely sheltered, muddy 
shores where their main prey live. 

The book Bird Habitats in Britain (Fuller 1982) is a standard 
reference work on the subject for our neighbouring island. Fuller 
wrote that:

 
Bird communities cannot be thought of as fixed assemblages of species, each occurring at a characteristic 
population level. Within any habitat type there may be much variation in the nature of bird communities 
according to geographical position, vegetation, soil fertility, altitude, extent of the habitat, etc. 

Research on the Corncrake has shown the impor-
tance of early vegetation cover (Richard T. Mills).

Northern Lapwing (foreground) and European 
Golden Plover (centre) roosting on mudflats in an 
estuary (Richard T. Mills).
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Much progress has been made in the last decade in describing and classifying Ireland’s habitats. The 
publication of A Guide to Habitats in Ireland (Fossitt 2000) marked a major step forward in the logical 
classification and survey of habitats and this scheme is now widely used in all branches of ecology 
in Ireland (see Chapter 2). Significant advances have been made in describing and documenting the 
bird communities of Ireland, both breeding and non-breeding, of many habitat types and in under-
standing the regional variations and differences with other parts of Europe. A significant step change 
in the studies of birds and their habitats has happened in the last number of decades with detailed 
research projects now being undertaken by universities, institutes and the voluntary bodies. Since 
1985 all those involved in research on birds and their habitats have gathered to meet about every five 
years to summarise their research and share experiences. At each of these meetings a summary of the 
research was collated and published (O’Halloran et al. 2008). Many of these research projects have 
been published in specialist journals but are often inaccessible to a wider audience.

So the time is right to bring this information together in one book, which we hope will attract 
interest from all walks of life. Its purpose is to review all of the relevant work on bird communities 
of each habitat in Ireland, to compile a comprehensive bibliography and to lay the foundation for 
future research work on the subject. Each chapter covers a group of similar habitats and is written by 
acknowledged experts on the subject, using both original observation and review of the published 
literature. Each chapter has also been peer-reviewed by at least one independent specialist to ensure 
that it is as comprehensive as possible. 

The selection of habitat groups for description 
in this book was largely a pragmatic decision. 
Certain habitat types are frequently intermixed 
in mosaics – heath and mountain bog, beach and 
dune, woodland and scrub. Similarly, their bird 
communities are often overlapping or at least 
share some similar species. For example, terns 
may nest on sand or shingle or even on artificial 
structures, depending on the amount of vegetation 
cover and the degree of disturbance present. The 
structure and complexity of the habitat is often 
more important to birds than the plant species 
of which it is comprised. This concept is explored 
more fully in Chapter 3. 

The reasons why certain habitats are 
addressed in a particular chapter owe more to 
the similarities in their bird communities rather 
than to common origins of the habitat itself. 
For example, lakes, reservoirs and turloughs are 
all formed by different processes, both natural 
and artificial, but the birds are attracted to them 
for quite similar reasons – water depth, aquatic 
vegetation types and the absence of disturbance 
being among the more important. Certain broad 
categories – such as lowland farmland or urban 
habitats – encompass a wide spectrum of habitat 
types, sometimes unrelated. But again, the bird 
communities that they support show similarities 
from one region to the next. 

Mountain, woodland and river habitats in the 
Erriff Valley, Co. Mayo (Richard Nairn).
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Many birds do not stick rigidly to particular habitat types. Some 
are wide-ranging and mobile. For example, Eurasian Curlew nest in 
mountain bog and lowland wet grassland. In winter most of them 
move to the coast to feed but some flocks roam around inland 
farmed areas in search of food. They can even be found on urban 
grassland such as sports pitches and public parks – wherever they 
can find suitable soil invertebrate prey. Other species are found in a 
very limited habitat range. Garden Warbler, for example, appears to 
be limited in Ireland to broadleaved woodland close to lake edges 
(Herbert 1991; Lovatt 1997). 

Garden Warbler also illustrates a particular biogeographic 
puzzle. In England, Wales and southern Scotland, this is a common 
species in woodland, conifer plantations and farm copses (Gibbons 
et al. 1993). In Ireland, however, the species is relatively rare and 
seems to be confined to a few suitable areas in the northern midlands 
where a particular type of scrubby woodland is associated with the 
larger lakes (Herbert 1991; Lovatt 1997). Despite the large increase 
in afforrestation in the twentieth century, the breeding range in 
Ireland does not appear to have changed much since the end of the 
nineteenth century (Hutchinson 1989). Why should a migrant that 
winters in southern Africa, returning to Ireland each spring, choose 
a narrow habitat niche in Ireland while it appears to be less selective 
in Britain?

Perhaps some of the answers lie in the history of our woodlands, 
which is significantly different to that of British woods. Many 

common woodland species in the neighbouring island – Eurasian Nuthatch and Tawny Owl for 
example – are missing altogether from Ireland and this is usually attributed to the wholesale clearance 
of native woodland from Ireland from about 1600 to the mid-nineteenth century (McCracken 1971). 
It may also be that the woods of Ireland were not generally managed sustainably by coppicing and 
wood pasture in the same ways as British woods, leading to less diverse bird communities here. The 
changes that have occurred in the Irish landscape in just the last century are well illustrated by the 
following passage written by Ussher and Warren (1900): ‘Roughly speaking, half the country is under 
grass, one quarter under tillage and woods, and nearly one quarter is unreclaimed wilderness. It is little 
wonder that in 1900 the corncrake was “fairly numerous in every part of Ireland” and “Curlews nested 
in numbers on the great red bogs”.’

Bird conservation is largely about protecting and managing the habitats in which the birds live. 
There is a difference between managing a habitat for birds and managing it for biodiversity generally. 
This depends on the objectives of management. For example, where a globally threatened species such 
as the corncrake is present, there may be justification for managing a site primarily for one species. 
However, in practice, much habitat management is a mixture of managing for particular species and 
managing to maintain communities (Sutherland and Hill 1995). 

In Europe there are clear priorities and strategies in habitat conservation for birds (Tucker and 
Evans 1997). These are based largely on the status of species listed in the European Union Directive on 
the Conservation of Wild Birds (The Birds Directive) and other species of conservation value (Tucker 
and Heath 1994). In Ireland, we are fortunate that the listing of Birds of Conservation Concern is 
well established and regularly updated (Newton et al. 1999; Lynas et al. 2007). This gives us a set of 
priorities in an all-island context, which can be nested within the international responsibilities. 

In Chapters 4 to 15, each of the habitat groups is characterised in broad terms and their bird 

Eurasian Curlews feed on lugworms among other 
prey (Karl Partridge). 
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communities – both breeding and non-breeding – are described in so far as they have been studied. Any 
quantitative information on community structure and densities of particular species is summarised, 
although it should be remembered that these parameters are dynamic and constantly changing. A 
single census may give a snapshot but this may not be representative of the average situation. Any broad 
differences in the bird species associated with each habitat type in Ireland and the equivalent habitat in 
neighbouring parts of Europe, are discussed. Chapter 16 considers management of the various habitats 
for birds and conservation issues are fully addressed in Chapter 17 in the context of climate change. 

Climate change is already proving to have significant impacts on the range and numbers of birds 
in Ireland. A series of mild winters in northern Europe makes Ireland less attractive for some of the 
wintering water birds, such as Bewick’s Swan and Eurasian Wigeon, whose numbers here have declined 
(Crowe 2005). Equally, the absence of severe winter conditions and increasing summer temperatures 
have allowed certain continental species – Little Egret, Mediterranean Gull, Great Spotted Woodpecker, 
to name just a few – gain a foothold in Ireland. How this phenomenon will impact on bird conser-
vation, and particularly the protection of their habitats, remains to be seen. 

In Chapter 18 we try to give a synthesis of all the other chapters. The overall question is what makes 
Ireland’s avifauna different from other countries. Whatever the effects of climate change on birds, it will 
be critically important to establish a baseline of the type of bird communities found in each habitat 
type at the start of the twenty-first century. Then, in a few decades we will be able to compare this with 
the changes that have occurred due to climate change and the responses of the habitats. 

William Thompson (1850) was clearly 
a bird ecologist. In Volume I of his famous 
Natural History of Ireland he goes into 
great detail about the birds that colonised 
a new farm pond near Belfast, when this 
was created from ‘marshy ground, the 
abode of little else than Snipe’. In total, he 
recorded seventy species at this place and 
compares his results with similar studies 
in Kensington gardens in London and 
Selbourne parish in southern England. 
His understanding of the links between 
habitat change and the impacts on bird 
species was remarkable for his time. In 
concluding, he hopes ‘that sufficient has 
been said to denote the desirableness of our 
possessing full and accurate ornithological 
statistics of Ireland’. This desire is still as 
strong in the ornithologists of today and 
it is the object of this book to present 
a comprehensive account of the bird 
communities of habitats in Ireland and to 
explore their ecology. The Little Egret is a recent colonist in Ireland (Richie Lort).




