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Survey of Breeding Red Throated Diver in Donegal

This study of the rarest breeding bird in Ireland took place over two
breeding seasons. It started based around known breeding lakes,
however by the end | was surveying lakes across the entire county. |
personally visited over 160 lakes, and made repeat visits on a subset
of the most likely of these. A good visual overview of the survey
effort | have put in, and the spatial spread of the lakes, can be found
in the attached map. | faced many challenges, from inclement
Donegal weather, land access issues, to car and equipment troubles.
There was, of course, the obvious difficulty of finding a mobile,
secretive, and incredibly rare bird in a vast landscape.

These difficulties notwithstanding, | discovered pairs of Red
Throated Divers on three previously unknown lakes during the
breeding season. Most significantly, one of these new pairs is
present on land which is already owned by the NPWS. This makes
the possibility of protection of the nest, and the creation of artificial
nest islands which greatly improve reproductive success, highly
possible.

Previous years have only found 6 breeding pairs of Red Throated
Diver. The lakes | found therefore represent a new potential 50%
increase in breeding territories for the bird. The lakes | found are
significantly spatially separated from known breeding territories,
indicating they are likely birds which have not been captured by
previous survey efforts. Considering the birds show high nest
fidelity over the course of their long lives (approximately 30 years),
the potential for conservation actions targeted at improving nest
success and improving the probability of their sustained existence in
Ireland at these lakes is obviously promising. This is not to minimise
the threats facing them - without effort the bird will likely go extinct
in Ireland in the near future. The work funded by the RIA however,
has helped to identify potential targets for such conservation efforts.
I am liasing with NPWS to hopefully help future nest monitoring of
the new sites to confirm breeding status, as such in depth monitoring
was out of scope for this project.



Over the course of this project | found myself often retracing
Praeger's footsteps through Donegal. | found descriptions in his
writing of many of the lakes | went to. | have gained a very deep
respect for his enormous contribution to Irish Natural History
through this project by going where he went, and seeing what he
saw. Some of the parts of Donegal | have encountered as a part of
this project rival anywhere | have seen in the world for their remote
beauty and wildness.

| am working on a longer form communicative piece summarising my
search for the bird, and | know my relationship with the Red
Throated Diver in Donegal will be a lifelong one. | am truly grateful
to the Academy for allowing me this opportunity. | sincerely hope
the momentum from this project will translate into a more positive
conservation result for the Red Throated Diver, and this bird which
lives only in our nations most wild areas will continue to persist. It
would be anincalculable loss for us if it went extinct here, at the
furthest southern edge of its global range.
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I'm working on an academic manuscript for submission to Irish Birds
summarising the survey work.

I've written an article which has been published in Wings magazine,
summarising the survey effort to a readership of 15k people. It is
attached to this submission.

I've been comissioned for an article to Resurgence and Ecologist on
the project for a readership of 35k people.

I am working on a set of essays related to the search, and linking the
project to biodiversity and conservation questions more generally.

| have given 3 talks on the project to audiences in informal settings.

| have liased with John Cromie, past CEO of BirdWatch Ireland, to
combine his work on past breeding surveys of RTD with mine.

I have met with NPWS Rangers in Glenveagh National Park to
attempt to secure funding to build nest platforms on breeding lakes
and to inform them of my survey work and results.

| have met and liased with members of the Corncrake Life project
who have surveyed for Red Throated Diver in the past.

| have liased with two other BirdWatch Ireland CEO's to try to
secure further funding for conservation efforts for the bird, namely
building artificial floating nesting platforms for them. | have
identified where they are breeding - the project going forward is to
protect them and prevent them from going extinct in Ireland.

Funding is currently not forthcoming, but | will continue my efforts.
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| have given talks in informal settings on the project, and on the bird.
They were not recorded. | mention the project in the Dun Laoghaire
Library Podcast, where | gave an interview on nature writing
(https://soundcloud.com/dIr-soundcloud/the-best-of-nature-
writing-with-dan-from-birdwatch-ireland )

Link to Birdwatch Ireland article (also paster below):

Wings feb 2022 pp12-21 RTDivers (5).pdf

Daniel Connaghan goes in szarch of Red-throated Divers, one of Ireland's rarest breeding birds, in
the wilds of Donegal
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