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Roilleach / Eurasian Oystercatcher (Haematopus ostralegus)

Overview
A large striking wader found predominantly in coastal areas. The Irish population is
around 750-1000 breeding pairs.

Breeding habitat: Shingle beaches, salt marshes, rocky shores, and in lesser
numbers on the shores of inland lakes.

Identification
« Large stocky wader with black and white plumage.
« Long bright orange bill and pink fleshy coloured legs.
« Tail is black and white with a white rump that shows a ‘v’ shape when flying.
« Length: 40 to 45 cm.
« Wingspan: 80 to 86 cm.
« Call: Very vocal, call is a shrill ‘beep’ with accelerating and bubbling notes.

Breeding
« Adult birds return to breeding areas in April.
« Breeding season: early April to the end of July.
« Typically lays 2 to 3 eggs.
« Incubation lasts 24 to 27 days.
« Chicks are nidifugous, leaving the nest shortly after hatching.
« Young fledge 34 to 37 days after hatching.

Migration
« Winters along strands and beaches of the west coast.
« During winter, Ireland receives Oystercatchers from breeding populations in Iceland,
Scandinavia and parts of continental Europe.

Plumage

Oystercatchers show only subtle seasonal changes in plumage. During spring and
summer, breeding adults appear fresher and more contrasting, with glossy black
upperparts and a bright orange-red bill.

During autumn and winter, the plumage becomes slightly duller through feather wear, and
some birds may show a small white patch on the throat. Despite these changes,
Oystercatchers retain their distinctive black-and-white appearance throughout the year.
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Disturbance

If an Oystercatcher is disturbed during the breeding season, it will typically become highly
alert and vocal, giving loud, repeated alarm calls while keeping a close watch on the
source of disturbance. Adults may fly around intruders, circle overhead, or make low,
direct flights in an effort to deter potential threats from approaching their nest or chicks.

Oystercatcher are bold and protective parents. Their chicks leave the nest shortly after
hatching and are guided by the adults to feeding areas, making them particularly
vulnerable to disturbance. Repeated disturbance can interrupt feeding and brooding,
increase stress, and leave eggs or chicks exposed to predators and adverse weather
conditions.

Repeated disturbance can cause stress, interrupt incubation and feeding, and increase
the risk of nest failure. If you hear alarm calls or observe agitated behaviour, please move
away from the area promptly, keep dogs under close control, and follow any local
signage.
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