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Ferruginous Duck at Loch Gelly,
30th July 2003 - first record for mainland Fife
Ken Shaw has a shrewd way of recognising when someone he is birding with has spotted
something interesting. We had been talking about one of our favourite subjects - Western
Palearctic birding. During this, my side of the conversation had tailed off. Realising something
was distracting me, he asked - “What’s up?” I let him look through my scope and suggested
that I had a good candidate for Ferruginous Duck.

It was a routine visit on the way to the FBC AGM to Loch Gelly with Dave Fotheringham and
Davy Ogilvie on the evening of the 30th July. We had been there a while and had already
located the summering Ring-necked Duck that had been present for a few weeks, amongst the
large moulting flock of other diving ducks.

The Ferruginous Duck was about 400 metres away when I first picked it up. The head shape and
overall colouration were hard to gauge but the bird was small and low slung in the water, with
striking undertail coverts, deep-based bill and even at range, a striking white eye. We took some
brief notes, but to be completely confident with our identification, we had to obtain better views.

We went to the farm over the Loch and obtained permission to view the Loch from under the
pine trees on the other side. This meant we had to walk through ankle deep cow muck. We failed
to locate the duck after about an hour and by this time we were already very late for the AGM.

A 5am start was in order the next day. We met up with Dougie Dickson and on a showery
morning DF relocated the bird just 75 metres away! We noted the deep chestnut plumage, the
high peaked head and compared the bird’s size with Coot and Tufted duck.

All that was lacking in our notes was the wing bar. We waited for a further half an hour waiting
for it to flap. After a few occasions when it looked like it was going to, it finally did, which
proved to be a bit of an anti-climax. The duck had moulted most of its flight feathers!

By this time we were happy with the identification and KDS phoned round the locals and
Birdline Scotland. Local birders started turning up almost straight away and by the afternoon
birders from Aberdeen and Glasgow had made the pilgrimage. A conservative estimate was that
between 150 and 200 birders came to see the Ferruginous Duck during its stay, although some
did have to make the journey twice because the bird did disappear for long periods of time.

KDS relocated the same bird on Loch Leven (Perth and Kinross) in early September where it
stayed from the 1st to the 17th. It was in mint condition with a full set of primaries.

Description:
A small diving duck, which was obviously smaller and more compact than a Tufted Duck. The
bird had a very distinctive shape with a high crown, long sloping bill and a very flat low body.
Generally, a rich brown, colour. The head was large and chestnut brown, with a large prominent
white eye, set proportionally towards the front of the head. The upperparts were a dark,
blackish brown and darker than the chest and flanks, which were mid chocolate brown. The
undertail coverts were gleaming brilliant white. This was noticeable at all times, particularly
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due to the black uppertail and black line at the rear of the flanks giving a startlingly black and
white rear end to the bird. The belly was white. The bird was in moult and was missing flight
feathers. There was therefore not a complete wing bar, but what was there was white. The bill
was long and sloping and slate grey with a well-demarcated small black tip.

Jeremy Squire

Great Shearwater at Fife Ness, 5th September 2003
A good southeast breeze had picked up on 5th September and with misty conditions Gordon
Anderson (GA) and myself thought a visit to the Fife Bird Club seawatching hide at Fife Ness
could prove productive. We arrived at around 16:45 and Alison Elphinstone was already in the
hide. There was a steady passage of commoner seabirds offshore, including a few Manx
Shearwaters. Many birds were close in to the shore. Within five minutes of starting I picked up
a large shearwater in my scope flying in from the south (to my right) at close range. After
double taking, I realised that the bird was a Great Shearwater. At such a proximity it was
instantly identifiable, despite my never having seen one previously. I immediately told the
others and tried to get them onto the bird. Both were able to enjoy decent views as it passed in
front and as the bird flew across we tried to note as many features as we could before it
disappeared from view. This it eventually did as it rounded the Ness. GA reported the bird to
Birdline Scotland but it was not seen again during the remainder of our seawatch (to 19:00). The
duration of the view was probably around 30 seconds for myself. The bird was, at closest,
within 100 metres of the shoreline making it perhaps about 200 metres from the hide. It flew
much closer to the shore than most of the Manx Shearwaters we observed that afternoon. For
the majority of my observation the bird was flying slightly away from me as it moved north. Its
flight pattern allowed for reasonable views of the underside and slightly better views of the
upperside. The following description was taken:

Behaviour: Flew in typical shearwater
fashion with rapid flaps interspersed with
long glides. Flight positive and dynamic –
appearing as if it ‘had somewhere to get to’.
The line of flight was undulating with
higher arcs well above the sea followed by
low glides close to the water. In the former
the wings appeared flexed back, somewhat
like a Sooty Shearwater, although slightly
less pronounced. In the latter the wings were
distinctly bowed downwards. The wing-
beats were swift but flexible and strong. Size
and Shape: The immediate impression was
of a large shearwater, much bigger than a
Manx. Although no other species
immediately accompanied it, this
impression was reinforced when watching
other seabirds pass at a similar range later

Great Shearwater
by Stuart L. Rivers


