
 

 
 
 
 

 

North Atlantic Wildlife Guide 

MARINE MAMMALS 

The harbour seal, or kassigiak has a dog-like face with v-shaped 

nostrils. Its size and weight averages 1.5 metre and 80 kilograms. 

Harbour seals can vary from dark grey with white blotches to white 

with dark spots—and all shades in between. Some harbour seals also 

look sandy or brown coloured. Harbour seals are more common in 

sub-Arctic and temperate waters of the North Atlantic and Pacific. 

The grey seal, or apa is a large seal with a pronounced snout, from which it gets its local nickname “horsehead”. Adults range in size 

between 1.5 and 3 metres, with males being larger than females. They weight between 100 and 450 kilograms. The horsehead is the 

most common seal year-round around Newfoundland, the Gulf of St. Lawrence, and the Maritimes. The largest colony in the world 

is at Sable Island, and numbers around 400,000 seals. Grey Seals are also fairly common in the United Kingdom and Iceland. They 

are relatively sedentary, staying close to their haul-out sites most of the time. Some individuals may travel several hundred 

kilometres but generally their movements are over shorter distances. 

 

Minke Whales from the Northern Hemisphere are the smallest of 

the rorqual whales (Balaenopteridae): whales with expanding 

throats. They reach 7–8 metres in length and weigh only 5–6 tonnes. 

Their back is dark grey to black, while their sides and stomach have 

white shadings. They have a distinct falcate dorsal fin seen 

immediately after it blows when surfacing. Minkes feed mainly on 

capelin, but take also other small schooling fish (such as cod, sand lance, and herring). They are often seen alone or in groups of 

two. The killer whale is their main predator. 

 Humpback whales, also rorqual whales, have a dark grey 13-metre 

body that weighs 25–30 tonnes. The throat, flukes, and flippers have 

white colourings, and their flippers and rostrum are covered in 

knobs. Set back towards the tail are long flippers and a humped 

dorsal fin. Humpbacks are often seen alone or in groups of up to ten, 

but have been seen in much larger groups (up to one hundred 

animals) during migrations. They feed mostly on schooling fish like capelin, sand lance, and herring, but also like to take krill. When 

feeding, they can form a ‘net’ of bubbles around their soon-to-be meal before their kill. They summer in Greenland, Iceland, 

Norway, and Baffin Island, migrating to spend their winters in the tropics. Humpback whales have been protected since 1964 and 



 

 
 
 
 

 

are making a slow but steady comeback; their relatively slow travelling speed and tendency to follow coastal waters made them an 

easy target for early whalers. 

The fin whale, the second largest of the rorquals, has a 

characteristic black left jaw, and a white right jaw, lip and baleen. 

The long slim dark grey to brown 17–18 metre body has shades of 

grey or white on the underside of the flukes and belly. There is often 

a grey chevron behind the head. Capelin and small herring schools 

are the main dishes of the fin whale’s menu in some areas, while in 

other areas, it feeds mostly on krill. These whales are often seen 

alone but travel in small pods of two to three. They may be seen in larger groups in feeding areas. 

Sei whales, or tikaagulliusaaq are long, slim rorquals. They can 

easily be confused with fin whales from a distance—but seen up 

close, they lack the white on the lower right lip and baleen. Also, 

unlike the fin whale, their dorsal fin, which is less curved, is usually 

visible almost immediately after the first surface blow. Sei whales 

are also smaller. Adults measure about 13–14 metres and weigh 

around 12–15 tonnes with females being larger than the males. They have a pale grey belly and a dark steel-grey body, which is 

sometimes covered in pale oval markings from lamprey bites. Sei whales usually form in groups of two to five but may herd in larger 

numbers in feeding areas. There are probably only a few thousand sei whales in the North Atlantic presently. They are not 

commonly seen but, on occasion they have been spotted along Greenland coasts and around Iceland in summer or fall.  

Blue whales are the largest of the rorqual whales. They are also the 

largest of any known animal, living or extinct, on the planet. In the 

northern hemisphere, they grow to a length of about 25 metres 

and weigh between 80–120 tonnes. Towards the end of the back is 

a triangular dorsal fin, which can be easily missed because of its 

small size (and because it appears only towards the end when the 

whale rolls at the surface). The blue whale has a wide and flat head 

with black baleen. Its blow is slim and very high, reaching up to 9 

metres. Their diet consists almost solely of krill, and they can consume up to six tonnes of it per day during the feeding season. 

There are only a few hundred blue whales in the north Atlantic. 

The sperm whale is a large-toothed whale, brownish-grey to dark 

brown. Females grow to about 11 metres and males to 15 metres; 

they weigh 15 to 30 tonnes. The sperm whale has a single blowhole 

towards the front left of its distinctive square head. Approximately 



 

 
 
 
 

 

two-thirds down the body from the head is a triangular dorsal hump. Sperm whales are deep divers and can remain submerged for 

almost an hour. After long dives, they may stay at the surface to breathe for an hour or more. Squid comprise the majority of the 

sperm whale’s diet. There is mounting evidence that they even prey on the giant squids, Architeuthis. They also take schooling fish. 

In summer, large males migrate to sub-polar and polar latitudes while females and young remain in temperate and tropical waters. 

These bull males generally are found alone. Sperm whales were hunted commercially in previous centuries, mainly for their 

spermaceti oil, which was used for oiling fine machinery. Ambergris, which is found in the lower intestine and stomach, was also 

used in perfume composition. 

The northern right whale is a large baleen whale that has a rotund black (or dark brown) finless body, with a large head covered in 

light patches of rough skin, called “callosities”. Its head is about one quarter of its total length. Adults average 15 metres in length 

and weigh around 55 tonnes. Adult females are generally larger than males. These whales are rare and endangered. There are fewer 

than five hundred left in the Northwest Atlantic. They are usually seen in the Bay of Fundy and offshore of southern and eastern 

Nova Scotia, but they have recently been seen to reoccupy part of their historic range in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. Observations have 

been recorded between the Gaspé Peninsula, Prince-Edward Island, and the Magdalen Islands. They ranged on the European side of 

the North Atlantic, but sightings are exceptionally rare nowadays. They were named “right” whales by past whalers because they 

were the right ones to hunt; they were slow and they yielded a lot of fat that was rendered into valuable oil. They were also known 

as Biscayan right whales, after the Bay of Biscay of France and Spain, where they once roamed. 

 

The orca, killer whale, or aarluk is the largest species of the dolphin 

family. It is stocky, with highly contrasted white patches over an 

otherwise black or dark grey body. Killer whales have large, erect 

dorsal fins, particularly the males. They measure on average 

between 7–8 metres and weigh 3.5–5.7 tonnes, with adult males 

larger than the females. Killer whales are social animals that travel in 

pods of two to twenty-five individuals. They are found in all oceans 

of the world but, being a top predator of the seas, they generally occur in lower numbers than other dolphins. Some orcas are fish-

eaters and other hunt marine mammals. They have occasionally been seen in the Canadian high Arctic and they are regularly seen 

near west Iceland.  

Northern bottlenose whales are large-beaked whales with a 

pronounced fatty forehead and a beak shaped like that of a 

bottlenose dolphin. Their colouring is brown to grey, with their 

head colour lighter in mature males. The bottlenose’s forehead or 

“melon” is high and blunt and the male has two protruding teeth 

near the tip of the lower jaw, while the female’s teeth remain 

implanted in the gums. These lower jaw teeth and long beaks are distinguishing feature of the Beaked whale family (Ziphiidae). 

Adults measure about 7–8 metres and weigh 4-6 tonnes. The Northern Bottlenose Whale ranges in sub-Arctic and Arctic waters of 

the North Atlantic, including Baffin Bay, Davis Strait, the Labrador Sea, the Norwegian Sea and the Greenland Sea. They are 

occasionally spotted near The Gully of Nova Scotia, in Davis Strait, and around Iceland. 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 

Long-finned pilot whales are also oddly-shaped dolphins. They 

have a long robust body with a wide falcate dorsal fin set one third 

down the body length. It has long tapering pectoral fins and a 

bulbous melon (fatty forehead), from which they get their 

nickname, “potheads”. They have a bulbous forehead, a wide 

falcate dorsal fin and long pointed flippers. Adults measure about 

4–5.5 m (13-18 ft.) and weigh about 1–2 tonnes, males being larger 

and heavier than females. They are almost always in large groups 

ranging from a dozen to over a hundred individuals and sometimes form herds of over a thousand. They sometimes associate with 

other dolphins, such as the white-beaked or white-sided dolphins. They are a deep-water species, but will chase their fish or squid 

prey inshore from mid-summer to early fall. They are regularly seen in eastern Newfoundland, Labrador, southern Greenland, 

Ireland, the UK, the Faroe Islands and southern Iceland.  

White-beaked dolphins are decorated by a black body with a grey 

saddle behind the tall curved dorsal fin and a light grey or white 

stomach. They also have a blaze of greyish streaks starting in front of 

the dorsal fin and running along the flanks. They grow up to about 

2.75 metres. Despite their name, the beak of that species is grey 

coloured in North American waters. The European ones, on the 

other hand, have a white beak. Octopus, squid, cod, haddock, 

herring, and capelin crustaceans are its main prey. This dolphin is often in pods of several tens of individuals; herds of several 

hundred are sometimes observed. 

Short-beaked common dolphins have a dark grey back and fin and an hourglass pattern on their sides, formed by a long yellowish 

patch from head to mid-body and a light grey patch further back. Adults measure about 2 metres in length and weigh about 120 

kilograms. In the North Atlantic, common dolphins are most abundant in warm temperate waters of the Gulf Stream, reaching as far 

as north as southeast Norway. They are occasionally seen offshore southeast of Newfoundland and Nova Scotia in summer. They 

are quite common in the Celtic Sea. Common dolphins often travel in pods of 10–30 animals but can form herds that number in the 

hundreds, or even thousands. 

The striped dolphin is an oceanic dolphin of a similar size to common dolphins, easily distinguished by the forward-pointed dark 

blue blaze below the dorsal fin and thin stripes across its clear flanks. It is an offshore species common to temperate and tropical 

waters. Adults measure about 2.5 metres in length and weigh about 155 kilograms. It forms large groups of 25–100 individuals and 

may be seen in larger groups of several hundreds to thousands of individuals. The striped dolphin is abundant in the North Atlantic, 

but its densities are much lower in the northern parts of its range. It is only rarely seen offshore of Nova Scotia and of Ireland and 

the British Isles. 



 

 
 
 
 

 

Atlantic white-sided dolphins have a sharply contrasted body with 

black back, flippers, upper jaw, and tail, a white stomach and lower 

jaw and sides with sharp stripes of white, pale grey, and ochre. They 

are about 2.3 metres long and are usually found in pods of three to 

ten; these pods often merge to form herds of several tens to several 

hundreds. They may be found amongst fin and pilot whales in 

feeding areas. Squid, shrimp, and schooling fish such as capelin, 

herring, and sand lance are the main components of their diet. They 

are usually found offshore but in summer they may follow their prey inshore and even enter bays. 

The bottlenose dolphin is a large dolphin that is widely known for aquarium displays and the TV show Flipper. Compared to other 

dolphins, it is relatively uniform in colour, with a smooth transition from a darker back to lighter underparts. It harbours its signature 

“bottle nose”, a short, thick beak protruding in front of its fatty forehead. Adults measure about 3 metres and weigh around 400 

kilograms. Bottlenose dolphins are a common offshore species in temperate and tropical waters. They can be found off of Nova 

Scotia and in Irish and U.K. waters. In addition, there are several coastal populations in Ireland and the U.K. Two well-studied 

populations occupy the estuaries of the Shannon River in Ireland and the Moray Firth in Scotland. 

Risso’s Dolphin, a.k.a. Grampus, is an odd-shaped dolphin with a robust body, a large fatty forehead and an indistinguishable beak. 

Adults are grey with numerous white scars all over the body, presumed to be the result of social interactions. They measure about 3 

metres and weigh around 400 kilograms. These oceanic dolphins are more numerous in warm waters, such as the Gulf Stream, and 

they prefer deep water. They are only occasionally seen off Nova Scotia and are uncommon around Ireland and the U.K in summer. 

Harbour porpoises are the smallest cetacean species in the North 

Atlantic and Arctic waters. They measure on average 1.4–1.6 metres 

and weigh a mere 45 –60 kilograms; the females are larger than 

males. They have a black back and flippers, grey flanks and a white 

belly and throat. Their back is topped by a distinctive triangular 

dorsal fin. They can be seen alone but often form groups of two to 

twenty and sometimes herds of a few hundred are seen in areas 

where prey is aggregated. 
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The Arctic fox is a member of the canid family which includes wolves, dogs, 

and other foxes. Its scientific name, Alopex lagopus, translates as ‘hare-

footed fox’, referring to the dense fur on its feet which is similar to the fur on 

the foot of a hare. This extra fur provides insulation against the cold, as does 

its thick winter coat with its underfur and long guard hairs. It is a small 

animal, normally weighing 2.5–5 kilograms and measuring 65–85 centimetres 

in length. The female, or vixen, is slightly smaller than the male. 

 

The Arctic fox is the only canid that changes the colour of its coat in summer. The back, tail, legs, and head are brown, and the sides 

and belly are blond. The summer coat allows the fox to blend into the tundra vegetation, and lasts only during July and August. 

There are two winter colour phases of the Arctic fox: white and blue. The blue coat varies from grey to dark blue-black. The different 

colour phases may occur within the same litter and the proportion of each colour phase varies geographically. The white phase is 

the most prevalent in the Arctic. This winter coat is much thicker and longer than the summer coat. 

The Arctic fox’s habitat is virtually circumpolar. In Canada it lives as far north as the higher Arctic islands, and as far south as the 

treeline—occasionally even venturing into the boreal forest if food is scarce. Each fox has its own range, which varies in size from 3–

25 square kilometres, but they are highly mobile animals with some recorded as having travelled over 2,000 kilometres. 

 

They feed primarily on lemmings, voles, ptarmigans, Arctic hares and carrion. In winter, the lemmings must be sniffed out in their 

tunnels under the snow, and in full darkness. The fox relies on its acute sense of smell, as well as its speed and agility in pouncing on 

the animal once located. They are certainly not above feeding on animal carcasses, such as seals, or stealing eggs and young from 

seabirds’ nests. Foxes cache food in times of plenty to tide themselves over when the food supply disappears. 

 

In late winter, Arctic foxes seek dens in which to raise their young. The dens are usually dug in gently sloping, sandy soil near rivers 

or lakes or on elevated areas free of permafrost. They have complex underground tunnels with numerous entrances, and may 

expand the tunnel system year after year if they return to the same den. The foxes are sexually mature after about ten months of 

age, after which they breed each year in March or April. One litter is produced each season after a gestation period of fifty-one days. 

On average, six pups are born between mid-May and mid-June. The newborn pups are tiny and utterly helpless. They emerge from 

the den after three to four weeks, and are weaned at about six. By mid-August they are independent and are abandoned first by the 

male fox and then by the vixen. 

 

 The red fox, or kajuqtuq is often red in colour—but there are colour 

variants, such as the silver, grey, and dark brown morphs. 

Nevertheless, they all have a distinctive white-tipped bushy tail. 

Adults measure 1 to 1.2 metres and weigh 2.7 to 7.2 kilograms—and 

males are slightly bigger than females. Red foxes have long ranged 

over much of the continental northern hemisphere in both North 

America and Eurasia and is also found in the U.K and Ireland. About 

fifty years ago, they arrived on Baffin Island and have expanded 

northward up the island. They are secretive and generally stay hidden 



 

 
 
 
 

 

from view. They are more likely to be seen in early morning or at dusk, especially when they are hunting rodents in open areas.  

The red deer is a large elegant deer, with tall branching antlers in males. It is similar to the elk or wapiti in North America. Adults 

measure 160–250 centimetres long and weigh 120–240 kilograms; males are larger than females. The species was once common 

throughout the U.K. but has almost gone extinct throughout the Kingdom, with the exception of Scotland where it is quite common, 

both wild and in farm or park enclosures. 

The European or common rabbit is a medium-sized grey-brown, sometimes black, rabbit of Western Europe. Adults measure about 

38–58 centimetres and weigh around 1.1–2.5 kilograms. They are usually found in grasslands and scrublands. They are native to 

continental western Europe but were introduced hundreds of years ago to the British Isles and Ireland, where they are now very 

common. They are usually seen in groups and tend to be crepuscular, but are not infrequently seen in the light of day.  

 

 

BIRDS 

SEABIRDS 

The red-throated diver (or red-throated loon) (Gavia stellata) is a strong swimmer 

with a long neck and a straight flight pattern. It breeds on small ponds inland, and 

fishes along coastlines. It makes a noisy, goose-like call when flying. It is the most 

widely distributed member of the loon family. A monogamous species, the red-

throated loon forms long-term pair bonds. Both members of the pair help to build 

a nest, incubate the eggs—generally two per clutch—and feed the hatched young. 

The fulmar (Fulmaris glacialis) is a member of the Albatross family, making it a superb 

glider. It flies using straight flaps of its vast wings. Its grey-white colouration works in part 

as a defence mechanism, as does the fish oil it can spit at predators who threaten its nest. 

The fulmar breeds in large, scattered cliff colonies where hundreds of thousands of birds 

make their nests on cliffs and the flat tops of islands. The female lays one or two white 

eggs, which are incubated by both parents in shifts. The young fledge in three to five 



 

 
 
 
 

 

months, and defend themselves by discharging oil from the mouth. Fulmars are oceanic birds, using the land mainly for breeding. 

They feed on the surface of the water, either in flight or after landing, and catching mainly plankton, fish and squid. They may also 

take other birds as well as offal and refuse. 

 

The northern gannet (Sula bassana) is the largest seabird in the north Atlantic. It 

nests in dense, noisy island-cliff colonies. Juvenile birds have a brown plumage 

that gives way to striking, black-tipped wings and the characteristic yellow head 

and pointed beak. It plunge-dives for fish from great heights, reaching speeds of 

up to 100 kilometres per hour.  

They have adapted to this practice; gannets do not have external nostrils, and 

their secondary nostrils can be closed while in the water. The opening of their 

auditory canals is very small and covered with feathers, and their sternum is very 

strong (and sufficiently long to protect internal organs from impact with the water). 

The common eider (Somateria mollissima) is a large sea duck that breeds in loose 

colonies on rat-free islands, often in flocks. The eider’s nest is built close to the 

sea, and lined with down plucked from the female’s breast. The young are raised 

by females only. The eider feeds largely on mussels and other benthic 

invertebrates. It is the largest duck found in Europe. 

 

 

The European shag (Phalacrocorax  aristotelis) is a glossy black to dark green colour, with 

immature birds exhibiting brown hues. It is a weak flyer, but an excellent underwater 

swimmer—it is one of the deepest divers among the cormorant family. European shags have 

been shown to dive to at least forty-five metres to catch their prey. They are predominantly 

benthic feeders, i.e., they find their prey on the sea bottom. In coastal waters, these dive times 

are typically between twenty and forty-five seconds, with a recovery time of around fifteen 

seconds between dives. They breed on coasts, nesting on rocky ledges, or in crevices or small 



 

 
 
 
 

 

caves. The chicks hatch without down, and so rely totally on their parents for warmth for a period of about two months. 

 

 

 

The Arctic skua (Stercorarius parasiticus) has long, powerful wings, and pale and 

dark colour phases. It pirates fish from other seabirds in spectacular aerobatic 

pursuits; it additionally feeds on rodents, small birds, and insects. It nests on dry 

tundra, higher fells and islands, laying up to four olive-brown eggs. It will fly at the 

heads of predators approaching its nests.  

 

The great skua (Catharacta skua) is a large, powerful top predator of 

Atlantic seabirds. They are streaked greyish- brown, with a black cap, with 

juveniles exhibiting warmer browns and unstreaked bellies. They have a 

short, blunt tail and powerful flight. They breed on coastal moorland and rocky 

islands, usually laying two eggs in grass-lined nests. They feed by robbing 

gulls, terns, and even northern gannets of their catches; they will also directly 

attack and kill other seabirds, up the size of great black-backed gulls.  Due 

to its size and aggressive nature, the great skua has little to fear from other 

predators. 

The black-headed gull (Larus ridibundus) is a small gull with a distinctive brown 

hood in the summer, and red legs. Juveniles show brown and white colouration. 

Like most gulls, it is highly gregarious in winter, both when feeding or in evening 

roosts. It is a bold and opportunistic feeder, eating insects, fish, seeds, worms, 

scrapes, and carrion. It is noisy, especially in colonies.  

 



 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

The common gull (Larus canus) is reminiscent of the herring gull, though smaller. 

It has lime-green legs and a distinctive, catlike “mew” call. It breeds inland, in 

colonies—the size of these varies from two to 320 or even more pairs. Usually, 

three eggs are laid by a pair—they hatch after approximately twenty-five days. 

Like most gulls, they are omnivores and will scavenge as well as hunt small prey. 

The global population is estimated to be about one million pairs.  

 

The greater black-backed gull (Larus marinus) is the largest gull species. It has jet-

black upperparts in maturity, with flesh-pink legs. It feeds mainly on fish and 

other seabirds, and breeds near other seabirds. They are opportunistic feeders, 

apex predators, and very curious—eating almost anything they can swallow. They 

get much of their dietary energy from scavenging, with refuse—notably provided 

directly by humans—comprising more than half their diet worldwide. Unlike most 

other gulls, however, they are also highly predatory and will hunt and kill prey 

smaller than themselves. Most food is swallowed whole. When capturing 

molluscs or other hard-surfaced foods, they will drop their food onto rocks to 

crack it open. 

The lesser black-backed gull (Larus fuscus) is smaller and slenderer than the 

greater black-backed gull. It breeds in colonies of mixed seabirds on coasts and 

lakes, making a lined nest on the ground or a cliff. Like most gulls, they are 

omnivores and will eat fish, insects, crustaceans, worms, starfish, mollusks, seeds, 

berries, small mammals, eggs, small birds, chicks, scraps, offal, and carrion. 

 

The herring gull (Larus argentatus) is common on all coasts, and is one of the 

best-known gulls worldwide. Their loud, laughing call is well known in the 

Northern Hemisphere and is often synonymous with the seaside in countries such 



 

 
 
 
 

 

as the UK.  It has pale grey upperparts and flesh-pink legs, with juveniles showing a mottled brown colour. It breeds in mixed seabird 

colonies. Unlike many flocking birds, herrings gulls do not engage in social grooming and keep physical contact between individuals 

to a minimum. They are gregarious, opportunistic omnivores and will eat almost anything they can find.  

The kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla) is a small, elegant far-ocean gull species, with 

distinctive ink-black wingtips and short black legs. It breeds in large dense cliff 

colonies—the only gull species that exclusively does so. Kittiwakes are among the 

most numerous of seabirds. They are named for their distinctive, loud “kitti-wa-

aake” call. 

 

The Arctic tern (Sterna paradisaea) has a pale grey upper colouration, with an all-

white underside. It has long tail streamers and short red legs. It flies with narrow-

angled wings and catches fish near the ocean surface. It breeds in noisy, dense 

colonies on small islands, and winters off Antarctica—this makes it a strongly 

migratory bird with an average annual roundtrip length of about 70,900 

kilometres. These are by far the longest migrations known in the animal kingdom. 

They are long-lived birds, with many reaching fifteen to thirty years of age. The 

eat mainly fish and small marine invertebrates. 

 

 

The razorbill (Alca torda) has a distinctive, almost rectangular deep bill and 

resembles the common guillemot in flight. It breeds in small groups, usually in 

mixed seabird colonies. It bears a close resemblance to the now-extinct great aux. 

The razorbill comes to land only to breed, and chooses one partner for life; 

females lay on egg per year. Their diet consists generally of mid water schooling 

fish, such as capelin, sand lance, juvenile cod, sprats, and herring. Razorbills dive 

deep into the sea using their wings and streamlined bodies to propel themselves 

towards prey. They have the ability to dive up to 120 metres below the surface 

and may fly more than one hundred kilometres out to sea to feed. 



 

 
 
 
 

 

The common guillemot or common murre (Uria aalge) is a very numerous auk 

species with a slender, pointed bill and white undercolouring. It breeds in dense 

cliff colonies. The single chick leaves the cliffs with the male only when one third 

grown, and then swims to the fishing grounds. They have a fast direct flight, but 

are not very agile; they are more maneuverable underwater, typically diving up to 

sixty metres in search of prey. They mainly eat small schooling forage fish. 

 

The black guillemot (Cepphus grylle) is a small aux species with distinctive white 

wing flashes, as well as red legs and mouth interior. Juvenile and winter plumage 

is all white. The black guillemot is rarely more than a kilometre from shore. It 

breeds in widely scattered small colonies among boulders or cracks. These birds 

overwinter in their breeding areas, moving to open water if necessary—but 

usually not migrating very far south. They dive for food and swim underwater, 

eating mainly fish and crustaceans. 

 

The Atlantic puffin (Fratercula arctica) is a small and numerous aux species in the 

Northeast Atlantic. It breeds in burrows in large colonies on islands or seabird 

cliffs. It can carry up to ten fish in its beak at once, and returns to the colony to 

feed its chicks. Puffins lead solitary lives when out at sea, and this part of their life 

is little-studied as it can be a challenge to find even one bird. Its diet consists 

almost entirely of fish. Puffins are usually monogamous, but this is the result of 

their fidelity to their nesting sites rather than to their mates. They are very 

cautious when approaching land and no bird likes to land at a location where 

other puffins are not already present. They are energetic burrow-engineers and 

repairers, and the grassy slopes of their colonies by be undermined by a network 

of tunnels.  

LANDBIRDS 

The raven (Corvus corax) is a large, bulky crow species that nests on cliffs at 

regular intervals along all coasts. Its wedge-shaped tail and large size 

distinguishes it from other crow species. It feeds on carrion, but also on seabird 

eggs. They are extremely versatile and opportunistic in finding sources of 



 

 
 
 
 

 

nutrition, and will also eat insects, cereal grains, berries, fruit, small animals, and food waste. Some notable feats of problem-solving 

provide evidence that the common raven is unusually intelligent. This has resulted in its depiction in mythology, folklore, art, and 

literature. 

 

The hooded crow (Corvus corone cornix) is the northwestern European 

subspecies of the all-black carrion crow. It breeds widely throughout the isles of 

the northeast Atlantic, mainly scavenging along coasts and farming areas. It bears 

an unmistakable grey and black plumage at all ages. Like all corvids, it is an 

omnivorous and opportunistic feeder. It also has the habit of hiding food, 

especially meat or nuts; other crows will watch if another hides food, and then 

search this location later once the first bird has left. The hooded crow nests in 

trees, but cliff ledges and old buildings may also be used. 

The peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus) is the fastest animal on earth. It can reach 

speeds of over three hundred kilometres per hour in stoop-dives—the highest-

measured speed is 389 kilometres per hour. It can be found nearly everywhere on 

earth, making it the world’s most widespread raptor. It is a highly successful 

example of urban wildlife in much of its range, taking advantage of tall buildings 

as nesting sites and an abundance of prey such as pigeons and ducks. While its 

diet consists almost entirely of medium-sized birds, the peregrine will 

occasionally hunt small mammals, small reptiles, or even insects.  

The rock dove (Columba livia) 

is a wild type of the familiar 

and highly variable feral pigeon. It can be identified by a distinctive white 

rump, grey plumage, and double black wingbar. It nests in coastal caves and 

cracks in cliffs. The species is generally monogamous, with two squabs 

(young) per brood. Both parents care for their young for a time. The species is 

abundant, with an estimated population of seventeen to twenty-eight 

million feral and wild birds in Europe alone. 

The oystercatcher (Haematopus ostralegus) is an easily identified bulky wading 

bird, usually found nesting close to shorelines. It feeds on mussels and a variety of 

invertebrates. Nearly all oystercatchers are monogamous; they are territorial 

during the breeding season, and one pair has been recorded as defending the 

same site for twenty years. Like the cuckoo, the oystercatcher sometimes lays 



 

 
 
 
 

 

eggs in the nest of other species such as gulls, abandoning them to be raised by other birds. 

 

 

The ringed plover (Vanellus vanellus) is a small wading bird that nests on upper 

beaches and open moorland. They have a grey-brown back and wings, a white 

belly, and a white breast with one black neckband. Their legs are orange only the 

outer two toes are slightly webbed. If a potential predator approaches the 

plover’s nest, an adult bird will walk away from the scrape and call attention to 

itself by feigning a broken wing. 

 

The lapwing (Vanellus vanellus) is a very distinctive Eurasian mid-sized wading 

bird, a common nester on moorland and pastures. It is noted for its slow, irregular 

wingbeat while in flight and its shrill, wailing cry. It is broad-winged and performs 

spectacular aerial displays. 

 

 

The redshank (Tringa totanus) is a mid-sized wading bird that nests in marshy areas. It 

often perches on fence posts or walls as lookout points while breeding. Their plumage 

is marbled brown, though in winter they become slightly lighter-toned. Their 

eponymous red legs are complimented by a black-tipped bill, and they show white up 

their backs and on their wings while in flight. 

 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 

The Eurasian curlew (Numenius arquata) is the largest wading bird species, with a spectacular curved beak and a white rump. It 

breeds in upland, grassy moor areas on Scottish isles. It produces a variety of 

beautiful, haunting, bubbly calls.  

The meadow pipit (Anthus 

pratensis) is common in open 

ground in the isles of the northeast 

Atlantic. This small, heavily 

streaked songbird can be hard to 

spot on the ground during its 

breeding season, but often uses high vantage points when near its nest. The nest 

is on the ground, hidden in dense vegetation. Two broods are commonly raised 

each year. This species is one of the most important nest hosts of the cuckoo, 

and is also an important prey species for merlins and hen harriers. 

 

The whimbrel (Numenius phaeopus) is smaller than the curlew but with similar 

form, though it has a shorter beak and bold eye-head stripes. It is a common 

nester in upland areas of Iceland and the Faroe Islands, and parts of Shetland. It is 

one of the most widespread of the curlews, breeding across much of subarctic 

North America, Europe, Asia, and as far south as Scotland. Near the end of the 

nineteenth century, hunting on their migration routes took a heavy toll on this 

bird’s numbers, though the population has since recovered.  

 

 

The rock pipit (Anthus petrosus) is slightly larger and more olive-coloured than the 

meadow pipit. This coastal species nests in crevices around the Faroe and Scottish 

islands. It is territorial in its breeding season, and year-round where it is resident. 

Males will sometimes enter an adjacent territory to assist the resident in repelling an 

intruder, behaviour that is only otherwise seen in African fiddler crabs! Its population 



 

 
 
 
 

 

is large and stable, and it has been evaluated a species of least concern by the International Union for Conservation of Nature 

(IUCN). 

 

The pied wagtail (Motacilla alba) is a very distinctive old world species that nests 

on all of the islands in the northeast Atlantic. It is often seen with its long tail 

wagging around human settlements and freshwater bodies. Like the pipits, it eats 

mainly small invertebrates.  

 

The skylark (Alauda arvensis) is a stocky and common lark species on Scottish 

islands and in the Faroes, especially in agricultural and moorland areas. Their 

famous song-flights are delightful to behold in any conditions. Like most other 

larks, the skylark is a rather dull-looking species on the ground—where it spends 

most of its time foraging for seeds, supplementing this diet with insects in the 

breeding season. 

 

 

 

Wheatears (Oenanthe oenanthe) are small, insectivorous members of the thrust / 

chat family. Easily recognized by their striking white rump and outer tail feathers in 

flight, the wheatear nests in walls or cavities among boulders. In Shetland, they are 

called “stane-chakkers” after their main contact-alarm calls. The females are more 

sandy-brown in colour than the greyish males. 

 



 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

The redwing (Turdus iliacus) is a bird in the thrush family. This colourful bird 

breeds in the Faroe Islands and Iceland, especially in shrubs and trees in and 

around human settlements. It is identified by distinctive rufous areas on its flanks 

and underwing, as well as bold eye stripes. Migreating and wintering birds often 

form loose flocks of ten to two hundred (or more) birds, often feeding together 

with common blackbirds, starlings, and mistle thrushes. It is omnivorous, eating a 

wide range of insects and earthworms all year, supplemented by berries in 

autumn and winter. 

 

The blackbird (Turdus merula) is a common resident on Scottish islands and in the 

Faroe Islands, especially around human communities and farmland. Adult males 

are all-black; females and juveniles are a mottled brown. Their loud, flutey song is 

delightful to hear at any time, day or night! 

 

The wren (Troglodytes troglodytes) is a tiny, pugnacious, and restless songbird, 

with distinct subspecies on different northeast Atlantic island groups. Their 

spherical nests are often placed in walls or old buildings. Their stunningly loud 

song—when wings abate sufficiently to hear it—is beautiful to hear. 

The twite (Lanaria flavirostris) is a small, seed-eating finch species, common 

along Scottish island coasts and in farmland. It usually congregates in small flocks 

and is notable for its pink-coloured rump and pale yellow beak. In the breeding 

season, this beak is more of a silver colour.  
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