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First Kingfisher ringed on site, photo Alistair Laming. 

 



 

This is our third year of the ringing project at Kinneil Lagoon, Falkirk. 

The aims of the project are twofold, the ringing of waders hoping to establish their breeding 

areas, onward movements and also to look at any evidence of these birds using the 

“Forth/Clyde Flyway” to cross Scotland to the opposite coast (this ties in with our study at 

Blackness Castle). The ringing of passerines, in particular migrants, that are using the naturally 

regenerating woodland on the old “land rise” to the East of the lagoon. Here we are able to 

monitor the breeding population and the passage migrants throughout the year. 

As we are all very aware, 2020 saw the start of the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, the 

resulting national lockdown kept us all indoors preventing fieldwork until the restrictions were 

eased in late May. Then we were able to get back to these projects and with some enthusiasm! 

 

Waders 

The catching and ringing of waders is not straightforward, there are many circumstances that 

have to fall in place for us to mount an attempt. Given the amount of equipment required and 

also to prepare for the potential of a large catch we need “bodies” with a minimum of three 

ringers, we need settled weather, light wind, no rain but ideally a cloudy sky, a rising tide 

pushing the birds up to the lagoon and a fair chunk of luck that the birds come into the part we 

are netting. It is very much a late autumn and winter pastime and in 2020 we managed a total 

of 4 visits.  

All visits were successful, see ringing totals later, catches ranged from 2-10 birds caught. Any 

Oystercatchers caught were also ringed with colour rings to improve recovery rates and this has 

also been productive. No two nights have been the same with a different mix of species caught 

on each occasion. There is undoubtedly massive potential for wader ringing on this site; we just 

have to work it out! 

Passerines 

For the passerine site we eventually got to start on the 31st May and then managed to make 

netting visits throughout the year until mid November, all in we made 27 visits as follows; May 

1, June 2,  July 3,  August 8,  September 4, October 4, and November 5.  

The numbers and variety of birds using the site changes throughout the year and between 

years as we’d expect, this year the “stand out” species was Lesser Redpoll. Our ringing 

colleagues on The Isle of Arran informed us of increasing numbers of juveniles in large flocks on 



and passing over the island from early July but we didn’t really start to see anything more than 

single birds until July 18th. From then on numbers slowly increased throughout August and 

peaked in mid September when flocks of up to 250 were passing over at any one time. The use 

of tape lures (permit holders all have TL endorsements) meant we were able to attract small 

proportions of these flocks into the cover, and on other days the birds dropped into the site 

naturally. In total we ringed 470 individuals and recaught three others ringed at other sites in 

the UK, (see below). We only re-trapped two birds ringed in 2020, an adult ringed on 08.07 and 

caught on 01.08, and a juvenile ringed on 26.08 and caught again on 10.11. 

 Prior to this year we had only caught 5 Lesser Redpoll in total, but this species is known for 

infrequent irruptions if they have had a good breeding season and it looks like this was the case 

in 2020 with an adult to juvenile ratio of 1:7. 

August is the peak month for passage migrants using the site, over the 8 visits we caught 745 

individuals the busiest day being 23rd with 137 caught. Despite these numbers ringed there we 

only re-caught 6 birds that had been ringed in the same month! Species that dominated were 

Whitethroat, Willow and Sedge Warblers. As we moved into September numbers dropped off 

slightly but we still managed 595 new birds over the 4 visits with Lesser Redpoll and Blackcap 

being the most numerous. This site clearly has a massive turnover of birds and is an important 

site for birds from across the country on their way south for the winter.  

I thought I’d look at these figures for Kinneil Lagoon in a Scottish context. The ringing totals for 

Scotland are available on the B.T.O. website, so for 2018 and 2019 (2020 not available at time 

of writing) I have produced figures showing the percentage of the national total ringed at 

Kinneil. 

 

Species  2018    2019  

 Scotland Kinneil %  Scotland Kinneil % 

Blackcap 1043 122 11.6  1572 99 6.0 

Garden Warbler 115 8 7.0  124 5 4.0 

Whitethroat 440 149 34.0  478 58 12.0 

Sedge Warbler 1616 119 7.0  1672 45 3.0 

Willow Warbler 4389 351 8.0  3831 52 1.3 

Chiffchaff 1038 56 5.0  1514 24 1.5 

 

I’m glad I looked at this! I knew the site was important but had not realised just what a 

significant proportion of these species we are catching. The Whitethroat figure is outstanding; 

Kinneil Lagoons clearly has a large proportion of Scotland’s Whitethroats using the site when on 



migration. For the other species these are all important proportions as well, given that they all 

have a widespread distribution nationally, Blackcap for example are caught by most ringers but 

to catch 6-11.6% on one site has to be exceptional. It will be interesting to see the 2020 totals 

once they are published. 

The photos below show that the site is used by both actively moulting adult Whitethroats; this 

bird here is showing at least 3 ages of feathers. Outer primary feathers are very worn, possibly 

juvenile, and then fresh post breeding, then secondaries that were pre-breeding. 

 The second bird is another adult but 

this time has completed his/her post breeding moult and is on active migration. Note the 

orangey iris, not quite as bright as they can get with age so this may also be a second year bird.

 

 



 

Blackcaps are easy to sex? As the males have a black “cap” and the females a brown one...so 

what sex is this freshly moulted first year? 

 

There was not much of a lull this year between the summer migrants departing and the arrival 

of those, mainly thrushes, from the East. Autumn passage began a bit earlier than expected and 

was lead by the arrival of Scandinavian race Song Thrushes. Some early Redwing appeared on 

10th of October, but the main arrival of the Scandinavian birds was in late October through to 

early November, considerable effort by the team saw 50 Redwing ringed. However we were 

unable to catch any of the many thousands of Fieldfare that passed over with them. 

 

Visible Migration (VisMig) can be astonishing at Kinneil! During our ringing trips we are able to 

watch and hear migrants passing over but we can’t really record it all as we are so busy ringing. 

VisMig is a particular interest of mine so where ever possible I record significant records as best 

I can. Some important records of passage birds are given as follows;  

August.  

Tree Pipit passage is in August and typically from the North to South, total recorded 47 

including the 15 caught, peak day was 19th with 16, Fulmar one West on the 26th, Tree 

Sparrow 2 on the 30th, this is our second record, a group of 8 were seen last August. 



  

Tree Pipit one of 15 caught during the passage in August. 

 

Tree Sparrow, a juvenile just starting to moult. 

 

 

 

September 

Records on 15th included 200 Pink-footed Geese, 2 Grey Wagtail, 4 Meadow Pipit and 8 Skylark, 

all these records were the first for the season. 23rd saw groups of Pinkfeet over near 

continuously all morning with 1100 recorded over Kinneil and several thousand seen on each 

horizon.  



October. 

 10th mixed flock of Song Thrush and Redwing 20 in total, 3 Yellowhammer and 80 Mistle Thrush 

including a single flock of 32. The 27th had a Brambling calling from dense cover; it may just 

have been a single bird.  

 A first winter Song Thrush, note the moult 

limit in the greater coverts, possibly a Scandinavian bird although it is fairly “rufous” overall the 

rump is quite grey.  

 We also re-trapped one from 2019 but in exceptional circumstances; a 1st year Scandinavian 

Song Thrush ringed in the scrub site on 20.10.2019 and re-trapped at night in a wader net on 

11.10.2020!! This is my very first experience of catching a migrating passerine at night while 

targeting other species. It also shows that some autumn migrants will use the same site 

between years and at about the same time of year. 

 

November. 

 4th included a flock of 14 Skylark and three groups of Common Snipe totalling 25 birds flying 

with the thrushes and dropping into the lagoon, 7th was the peak day for thrushes with 

“thousands” of Fieldfare and Redwing/Song Thrush in their 100’s. A single Waxwing was seen 

within a Fieldfare flock, two Icelandic Redwing were caught on both the 4th and the 7th.



 Photo shows the much darker under-

wing, more heavily marked flanks and dark “horn coloured” legs of the Icelandic race T.i.coburni 

 

 

Although we have not caught anything “rare” so far, unusual captures have been Kingfisher on 

23.09 and 2 Reed Warbler; one on 1st August and a late one on 19th September. A Barn Owl 

flushed from trees on 15.09 was unexpected. We had hoped for more but a single Common 

Redpoll caught with the Lesser’s, was certainly a bonus. The Lesser Whitethroat that was 

singing in late May either moved on or had given up by 8th June and went uncaught. 

 

 A first year Reed Warbler. 

 

 



  

The Common Redpoll and a Lesser Redpoll (on the right). 

I was fascinated by the Mistle Thrush passage with the Song Thrush and Redwing; I’m used to 

seeing small flocks at home in late August which is almost certainly local birds post breeding but 

the birds in the autumn must surely have been from continental Europe?  

I have a read through the BTO’s Migration (recoveries) Atlas, C.Wernham et al, and although 

ornithologists in the past reported this species to be migratory, there is very little evidence 

from the ringing scheme to back this up. So the current conclusion is that they are not 

migratory. It would be interesting to see if we could catch some of these autumn birds in the 

hope that their biometrics could go some way to answer this question. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Ringing Totals 2020. 

 

Species 
      Full   
Grown                 

    
Chicks               

           
Total 

Grand 
Total 
2018-20 

     
Teal    1 

Sparrowhawk 2  2 4 

Oystercatcher 15  15 15 

Dunlin 12  12 12 

Jack Snipe 2  2 2 

Black-T. Godwit 1  1 1 

Redshank 6  6 7 

Common Sandpiper   1 

Woodpigeon    1 

Great Spot.Woodkr   3 

Kingfisher 1  1 1 

Tree Pipit 15  15 51 

Meadow Pipit 22  22 63 

Wren 20  20 46 

Dunnock 26  26 72 

Robin 42  42 88 

Redstart    1 

Blackbird 16  16 37 

Fieldfare    8 

Song Thrush 34  34 71 

Redwing 50  50 101 

Mistle Thrush    1 

Grasshopper Warbler   11 

Sedge Warbler 86 2 88 252 

Reed Warbler 2  2 3 

Whitethroat 155 2 157 364 

Garden Warbler 13  13 26 

Blackcap 252  252 473 

Chiffchaff 108  108 188 

Willow Warbler 230  230 633 

Goldcrest 3  3 8 

Spotted Flycatcher   1 

Long-tailed Tit 33  33 41 

Coal Tit 5  5 7 

Blue Tit 36  36 126 

Great Tit 17  17 44 

Treecreeper 1  1 2 



Tree Sparrow 2  2 2 

Chaffinch 11  11 47 

Greenfinch 3  3 16 

Goldfinch 35  35 89 

Linnet    8 
Common 
Redpoll 1  1 1 

Lesser Redpoll 470  470 475 

Bullfinch 25  25 73 

Reed Bunting 10  10 74 

     
Totals 1762 4 1766 3561 

      

     
Ringing Recoveries. 

Abbreviations used; 3J=juvenile, 3=1st year, 4/6=adult, R recaught by other ringer, M=male 

N=nestling, 3/3 brood size. 

Sparrowhawk 

DD67957  N 3/3   02.07.2019   Polmonthill, Falkirk. 

                  R=M   23.08.2020   Kinneil  4km  418 days.  

 

 This picture shows the extent of moult 

this 1st year male has already undergone in a year. 

 



Fieldfare 

LK14794 3M   27.10.2018   Kinneil 

                 R   23.05.2019   Ronviklordene Bodo, Nordland, Norway 1569km  208 days. 

 

Willow Warbler 

LXJ083   3   19.08.2020   Kinneil 

              R   31.08.2020   Stanford Res., Northamptonshire.  431km  12 days 

 

Blackcap 

AFE1120   3M   25.08.2019   Kinneil 

            R   3M   08.09.2019   Plaisance, Charente-Maritime, France 1137km  14 days 

This was the fastest movement of any British Blackcap recorded in 2019 (BTO Report) 

 

Whitethroat 

ACJ3903   3   01.08.2020   Kinneil 

                 R   24.08.2020   Le Roc, Charente-Maritime, France 1184km  23 days 

An excellent run of warbler recoveries showing the speed with which these migrants are 

moving south in the late summer and with the last two in a similar part of France, at about the 

same time of year. 

 

Sedge Warbler 

Paris 8399851   3   10.08.2019   Terres d’Ouseaux, Braud et StLoius, Gironde, France  

                   R  4M   27.06.2020   Kinneil  1209km 322days. 



 Catching foreign ringed birds is a rare event but at least we 

returned the favour. Note the date of ringing, similar but a bit earlier than the two above; this is 

typical of Sedge Warblers. 

 

Lesser Redpoll 

ARD2943   3   24.09.2018   Ramsley Res. Derbyshire 

          R   4M   18.07.2020   Kinneil  332km  663 days. 

 The metallic looking breast 

feathers on this mature male are impressive but were even better on the next bird at 4 years of 

age. (Sadly no photo) 

 

Z457482   3   28.10.2016   Sandwich Bay B.O., Kent 

         R  6M   31.07.2020   Kinneil  622km 1362 days. 



 

 

AYK6664   3J   03.08.2020  Hardgate, Aberdeenshire 

             R   3   18.11.2020   Kinneil.  146km  107 days. 

 

ACJ3750  3J   18.07.2020   Kinneil 

            R   3   12.10.2020   Beachyhead, E.Sussex  640km  86 days. 

 

ACJ47736   3   23.09.2020   Kinneil 

              R   3   05.10.2020   Filey Brigg C.P., North Yorkshire.  292km  12 days. 

The first two adults had been ringed on passage in the past and were probably breeding in 

Scotland; the third bird is particularly interesting as it gives us an indication of the origins of 

these birds. The Grampian RG regularly ring large numbers of L.R.Polls but this year I was told 

the birds had left the area “early”, which could explain the passage we had in July and August 

this year? 

The last two were ringed at Kinneil and caught again on passage south, notice the later ringed 

bird moving south much faster than the earlier juvenile bird. I suspect they do not make big 

movements until well into their post juvenile moults. We know many cross the Channel into the 

continent and especially into the Low Countries to winter. 

 

Colour ringing Oystercatchers.  

The Clyde RG started a colour ringing project on Oystercatchers in 2018, looking at the breeding 

areas of birds that winter in the Clyde area. The study began mainly on The Isle of Arran, but 

small numbers have also been caught on the inner Clyde Estuary, and now at Kinneil and 

Blackness. In 2020 we had two evenings where we caught birds, 18th January and the 4th 

February, ringing a total of 15 birds. All 15 were also fitted with the “darvic” colour ring on the 

left leg (white with black digits) and a pale blue scheme marker over the metal on the right leg. 

 



Of these 15, 5 have been reported back to us, all but one was seen at Kinneil from June 2020 

onwards, presumably as birds returned from breeding/summering sites. We also had one that 

was ringed at Blackness Castle in September 2018 seen at Kinneil on the 13th June 2020. The 

one bird that was reported away from Kinneil was seen breeding in a large garden (on the 

house roof, below) in May and early June, at Pathead, Midlothian, and then at Skinflats 

between 23rd July and 2nd of August 2020. Worthy of mention is that the single one we colour 

ringed on the Clyde at Longhaugh Point, Bishopton on 13th April 2018 was also seen at Skinflats 

between 24th July and 2nd August 2020. This is our first indication that Oystercatchers may also 

use this flyway.  
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And finally.... 

  

A juvenile male Sparrowhawk was one of three juveniles on site in August; possibly the 

offspring of the young adult male above? 

Perhaps we will catch him again in 2021. 

 

 

Iain Livingstone A3696, iainlivcrg@googlemail.com 25.02.2021. 
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