
PhotoSpot 
18 Corncrake 

When I first visited western Ireland, Corncrakes Crex crex were still 
common, and there were still many rural areas where the inhabitants 
complained of being kept awake at night by the incessant, loud, monoto
nous craking from more than one pair. Twenty years ago, a census on Cape 
Clear Island, Co. Cork, revealed some 20 pairs, but none is to be found 
there now. This is just one example of this species' widespread decline, 
documented by Dr James Cadbury in his assessment of the 1978-79 census 
{Bird Study 27: 203-218). Nor is the species' disappearance confined to 
Britain and Ireland, or even to western Europe, as shown by a survey of 
experts' opinions in 30 European countries {Brit. Birds 76: 118-123). 

No longer can the human reaper spot and spare a nest; no longer is the 
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hay crop cut after the young have left the nest, and at a speed which allows 
downy juveniles to escape. Mechanisation; the early and repeated cutting 
of grass for silage, rather than for hay; the reduced variety of plant food and 
insect food in today's weed-free non-seeding grass crop; cooler, wetter 
summers; and the ever-increasing hazard of aerial wires on migration 
routes. These have all been blamed for, and doubtless have all contributed 
to, the decline of the Corncrake. The loss is regretted even by those who can 
still recall being kept awake in their crofts by that rasping 'crex crex'. 

In 1985, the RSPB and the NCC started a joint project to investigate the 

51 8c 52. Corncrake Crex crex, Co. Cork, May 1977 (left) and July 1980 (above) (Richard T. 
Mills) 
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53. Corncrake Crex crex, Co. Cork, July 1979 (Richard T. Mills) 

conservation requirements of Corncrakes in one of their last remaining 
strongholds in the Western Isles. Radio-tracking was used successfully to 
investigate the foraging range and movements of males and the use they 
make of different habitats. The Corncrakes travelled widely during the day, 
but returned to a favoured singing location at night. Information was also 
gathered on the extent of damage to nests and loss of young during hay-
mowing. As expected, this was greater in the more improved agricultural 
areas. JTRS 


