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'Terns, Auks and Choughs' 

This Newsletter describes the SECOS Short Weekend trip to Anglesey from 11th to 12th June 

2023. The trip was based on a scheduled itinerary. There were no unscheduled local 

twitches. A species list is shown on the last page.  

Day 1: Sunday 11th June 

Gronant Dunes 

Fifteen members plus Kate, who joined 

us for this part of the trip, met in the car 

park at Gronant Dunes on an overcast 

but dry Sunday morning. We quickly 

sorted our binoculars and telescopes 

and set off on the walk up the road and 

onto the sand dunes to find the Gronant 

Little Tern Colony, the only little tern 

colony in Wales. While walking along the 

road we were alerted to a chiffchaff 

calling, then found it in a bush with 

goldfinches chattering away. Walking 

onto the reserve we could hear sedge 

warblers and reed buntings calling and 

soon were watching a male reed bunting 

in the reed bed. A common whitethroat 

was singing on a nearby bush and two 

little egrets were fishing by the pumping 

station. Further along the path some 

saw a male stonechat and we were serenaded by skylarks as we walked along. 

Little tern timeline 
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The path became easier as we moved onto a board walk to protect the habitat in the 

dunes and we were soon looking at little terns nesting on the shingle beach as their 

partners flew overhead with food for the incubating parent. In amongst the terns, there 

were ringed plovers, so well camouflaged you could hardly see them against the stoney 

backdrop. The warden informed us there were 212 little tern nests with 547 eggs (a new 

record), and 12 ringed plover nests. The tide was out but walking around the pools were 

two Mediterranean gulls, some oystercatchers and a great black-backed gull in the 

distance. 

As the morning progressed, the sun came out and, as the temperature rose to around 

22oC, it started to feel a little warm. As we walked back to the car park, we continued to 

hear sedge and reed warblers but sadly no grasshopper warblers.  

Llanfairfechan  

After lunch, we moved on to Llanfairfechan for a toilet stop although some made use of 

the café for a drink before driving off. Llanfairfechan was fairly quiet; we didn’t even find a 

dipper on the Afon Llanfairfechan (River Llanfairfechan) that runs out to the sea. However, 

four eiders (one male and three females) were spotted.  

Cors Ddyga RSPB 

Next, we moved on to RSPB Cors Ddyga, a new reserve for some, which lies within one of 

the largest lowland wetlands in Wales. The first birds we could hear were Cetti’s warbler 

and sedge warbler. Walking along the track, we were soon watching lapwings with young 

chicks; the grassland on the reserve supports one of the largest breeding colonies of 

lapwings in Wales. We soon had the telescopes up looking along one of the wetland 

channels at four black-tailed godwits; fortunately one moved so the easy identification 

markings on the tail could be seen. A couple of grey herons were stalking at the pool edges 

and a green sandpiper, and later on the return journey, a greenshank and a common 

redshank could be seen amongst the reed stems. A short debate was held as two curlew/

whimbrel flew over the reserve; then it was settled as the curlew-curlew call was heard.  

After receiving some local information about nesting marsh harriers (at this point Lydia 

saw a kingfisher flash across the wetland), eight of us set off to walk along the path by the 

Afon Cefni (River Cefni) to the second bridge to take a route parallel to the first track and 

then back to the car park. This proved a tough walk but we made it and were rewarded 

with good views of a marsh harrier, willow warbler and wren.  



Holyhead Harbour 

 

Day 2: Monday 12th June 

South Stack RSPB 

We woke up on Monday morning to some light 

drizzle. We packed up the cars and set off for our 

first mystery tour as the road to South Stack was 

closed and we had to divert back to Holyhead 

and take the alternative route. At South Stack, 

Colin walked to Ellin’s Tower through the 

heathland to avoid the steep steps down to view 

the seabirds nesting on the cliff. The remainder 

of the group, with anoraks on, proceeded to sea-

watch from the top car park. On the cliff top, a 

cameraman was filming for Springwatch. We 

were soon alerted to our first choughs by their 

calls and watched them fly across the heathland 

before dropping down in front of the cliffs out of 

sight. A few adult and juvenile gannets were seen 

out at sea and we set off down the cliff path to see the auks nesting on the cliff face. 

Setting up telescopes, we identified razorbills and common guillemots on the rocks 

together with fulmars gliding on the thermals and kittiwakes with their pretty faces and 

wing tips dipped in black ink. Closer examination of the cliffs found nesting kittiwakes and 

fulmars but no chicks could be seen.  

After a few minutes recovery at the car park, we set off for the final site for the day at 

Holyhead Harbour. Everybody negotiated the roads to avoid queuing for a ferry to Ireland 

and we saw black guillemots nesting in the harbour walls or swimming on the water. In 

addition, we added shag and cormorant to the day list. Time was approaching six o’clock 

and dinner was booked for seven so we left for the hotel. We enjoyed a nice evening meal 

at the Premier Inn, Holyhead before three members of the group went to the local 

Travelodge for the night – an interesting communication failure on which hotel to book! 

Holyhead Harbour 

Flowers at South Stack 



On the cliff top, birds foot 

trefoil, vernal squill, sea thrift 

and English stonecrop were 

growing. 

The keen-eyed then started 

looking through the hundreds 

of auks bobbing on the sea 

and eventually we found two 

or three puffins amongst the 

razorbills and guillemots; 

everybody was happy. The 

main activity now turned to 

distant sea watching and eventually most managed to see Manx shearwaters skimming 

across the water, common scoters and more gannets. Choughs continued to fly past and 

some excellent views were had as several birds, including one group of four, stopped on 

the top of the cliffs for a few minutes taking a rest or searching for grubs in the grass.  

We walked back up to the car park and, as the rain had stayed away and it was beginning 

to get warm, most shed their outer layer and set off for the lighthouse steps in search of 

better puffin views. We were not disappointed; we watched three or four puffins come into 

their burrows, closely watched by a couple of herring gulls but, fortunately, we didn’t see 

any untoward behaviour. A bonus for some who walked down to the start of the lighthouse 

steps were four ravens at close quarters just over the wall. Rock and meadow pipits were 

seen at various times around the cliffs and on the grassy banks as we walked back to the 

café for our lunch.  

Cemlyn Bay 

After lunch, we set off for a second mystery tour 

to Cemlyn Bay for the terns. We all had a heads 

up of what was to come from Pam putting a 

message on the SECOS WhatsApp telling us the 

road to Cemlyn was closed but that the 

diversion takes us to the intended car park, 

which was reassuring, thanks Pam. Would you 

believe it, the road closure was just for one day 

while a telegraph pole was installed. Nobody 

told the leader that was going to happen when 

he reconnoitred the site a year ago!  

Seabird City 

Arctic Terns 



 Everybody made it and we set off 

across the bridge to the shingle 

bank from the car park. Again, this 

site was new to some members of 

the group and they could see the 

terns flying into the islands with 

bills full of sand eels. Walking 

along the ridge, staying behind the 

blue rope, we could see the 

specialist plant species such as sea 

kale, sea campion and yellow 

horned poppy. A ringed plover was searching for food amongst the seaweed covered rocks 

and a pair of black guillemots could be seen out in the bay. When we reached opposite the 

first island, we had great views of sandwich terns washing in the fresh water and others 

protecting their young offspring on the island. In amongst the sandwich terns were 

breeding common terns and on the second island we found arctic terns with their short 

legs and blood red bills. Also on the second island were a pair of Mediterranean gulls. It 

looked like they were breeding but we couldn’t see clearly if they were on a nest or had 

young. Three dunlin were seen walking around the front of the stones encircling the island.  

We then had a debate about a couple of terns as to whether they were roseate terns which 

had been visiting the reserve in recent days. The identification point focussed on whether 

they had black bills but other features such as a light-coloured mantle and pink flush to the 

breast were absent so we concluded they were common terns – a disappointment to all.  

On returning to the car park we picked up three red breasted mergansers out on the bay, 

an avocet and a sand martin was buzzing overhead.  

Valley Wetlands RSPB 

We now set off for our final destination of our short stay on Anglesey – RSPB Valley 

Wetlands. The reserve is next to RAF Valley and we were accompanied by jets flying 

overhead which made listening for bird song challenging. En route, some saw a female 

marsh harrier crossing a field by the road and for those that missed it we soon had 

another flying across the reserve lake. This reserve doesn’t have any facilities and the 

walks are linear but we did find a few new species to add to the trip list: tufted duck, 

common pochard, great crested grebe and coot, which could all be seen on the water 

from the high vantage point at the end of the path from the entrance gate. Continuing 

along the path we had a sparrowhawk fly over our heads which silenced the reed bunting 

and skylark calls but not the jets!  

Sandwich Terns 



 

 

 

  

 

SECOS Group 

As we returned to the car park, everybody had the final bird of the day as a bittern rose 

from the reedbed and flew across in front of us before disappearing behind a large mound. 

Goodbyes were started to be said and a few continued along the path while others turned 

for the car park to be wowed again by the bittern on its return flight – what an end to the 

trip. On the way home, we had the storm, rain and hail stones; what good timing that we 

were not still birdwatching!  

Credits – Narrative & Images 

Narrative: Ian & Lydia Taylor 

Little Tern Timeline: Mike Tonks   Seabird City: Mike Tonks 

Holyhead Harbour: John Thompson  Arctic Terns: Mike Tonks 

Flowers at South Stack: Paul Hughes  Sandwich Terns: Mike Tonks 



Species List 

87 species were seen/heard during the trip. 

Green text indicates 6 new species that have been added to the 

2023 SECOS Field Trips Total, which is now at 161 species.  

Arctic Tern Common Whitethroat House Sparrow Raven 

Avocet Coot Jackdaw Razorbill 

Bittern Cormorant Kestrel Red-breasted Merganser 

Blackbird Curlew Kingfisher Reed Bunting 

Blackcap Dunlin Kittiwake Reed Warbler 

Black Guillemot Dunnock Lapwing Ringed Plover 

Black-headed Gull Eider Lesser Black-backed Gull Robin 

Black-tailed Godwit Feral Pigeon / Rock Dove Linnet Rock Pipit 

Canada Goose Fulmar Little Egret Sandwich Tern 

Carrion Crow Gadwall Little Grebe Sedge Warbler 

Cetti's Warbler Gannet Little Tern Shag 

Chiffchaff Goldfinch Magpie Shoveler 

Chaffinch Great Black-backed Gull Mallard Skylark 

Chough Great Crested Grebe Manx Shearwater Sparrowhawk 

Collared Dove Greenfinch Marsh Harrier Starling 

Common Buzzard Green Sandpiper Meadow Pipit Stonechat 

Common Pheasant Greenshank Mediterranean Gull Swallow 

Common Pochard Grey Heron Moorhen Tufted Duck 

Common Redshank Greylag Goose Mute Swan Willow Warbler 

Common Scoter Guillemot Oystercatcher Woodpigeon 

Common Shelduck Herring Gull Pied Wagtail Wren 

Common Tern House Martin Puffin 

 

    


