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Identification of 
Cormorants and 
Shags
by
Michael O’Keeffe
Introduction
Few birds evoke the prehistoric ancestry of 
birds quite like Cormorants and Shags. Colonial 
nesters of offshore islands (both Shag Phalacro-
corax aristotelis and Cormorant P. carbo) and 
inland lakes (Cormorant only), they remind us 
of modern day Pteranadons. 

Get to grips with both species
Getting to grips with the identification of these 
similar species is made all the easier by the fact 
that Shags are virtually unheard of in freshwater 
settings in Ireland.  

If you are struggling with the subtleties of a spe-
cies pair like this, it always helps to get to know 
one of them really well first.  So my first bit of 
advice would be to visit a city park, lake or res-
ervoir and take some time over the Cormorants.  
In many urban settings Cormorants are quite 
tame, affording good views. Pay close attention                                                                                       
to the bill shape and colour and, in particular, 

Fig 1. Cormorant. 
Cormorants and Shags are masterful in the art of 
fishing. It is not unusual to see a Cormorant on the 
surface of the water, struggling with a fish that might 
appear too big for it to swallow.  Usually they man-
age and the fish can be seen for some time as a large 
bulge in the throat waiting to enter the stomach.  In 
harbours, gulls often wait for Cormorants to surface 
with their catch in anticipation of a free lunch. 
Photo: Colum Clarke.

the shape and colour of the skin patch around 
the base of the bill, called the gular pouch (or 
gular patch).  

These two features in particular are key, not just 
to the separation of Shag from Cormorant, but 
also when considering two potential vagrants, 
the continental race of Cormorant sinensis and 
the North American vagrant, Double-crested 
Cormorant, P. auritus.  But let’s take it one step 
at a time!

Adults in summer
Adult summer Cormorants are easily separated 
from Shags by the white feathering around the 
throat and on the lower flank (visible when 
perched or in flight).  

Many Cormorants sport a white shawl on the 
crown and nape in summer. Both species have a 
prominent crest during the breeding season, on 
the nape in Cormorant and on the forehead in 
Shag.
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Fig 2 (above). Cormorant. 
A 1st-year Cormorant, showing it’s strong bill, flat, 
angular head-shape, and extensive area of yellow 
flesh (gular pouch) at the base of the bill. 
Photo: Stephen Lawlor.

Figs 3 & 4. Adult Cormorant and Shag. 
Adult summer Cormorant (below) and adult Shag 
(left) are quite distinctly different in shape and plum-
age colouration 
Photos: Stephen Lawlor (Cormorant), Joe Geraty 
(Shag).
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Adults in winter
Aside from the size and structural differences, 
in winter white is restricted to the face and 
throat on Cormorant and is less vivid but none-
theless a useful feature for separating adult Cor-
morants from adult Shags at this time of year.  

In winter, Shags have a small area of white con-
fined to the throat. 

Immature Plumages
Separating immature Cormorant from Shag is a 
little more difficult.  When faced with a difficult 
identification it is handy to focus on a combina-
tion of features, rather than rely on one or two 
alone:

• Habitat – remember Shags are marine  
 species and are unlikely to turn up on fresh  
 water.
• Size and structure – Shags are smaller and   
 slimmer in build.
• Bill – much slimmer in Shag.
• Flesh at base of bill – very narrow in Shag,   
 broad in Cormorant.
• Cormorants and Shags both get progressive-  
 ly darker as they approach sexual maturity.

Rare Cormorants
Ireland is visited by the Continental race of 
Cormorant (P.c. sinensis) with 25 records to the 
most recent Irish Rare Bird Report (Irish Birds 
9(4): 582) and there has also been one record of 
the North American Double-crested Cormorant 
(P. auritus), from Galway in 1995 (Irish Birds 
5(4): 450).  

These two forms are similar in size and can also 
be very similar in appearance.  For those with 
an interest in searching for rare (most likely 
overlooked) Cormorants the key feature to fo-
cus on is the ‘gular pouch angle’ (GPA).  This 
is the angle created by the trailing edge of the 
gular pouch and the mouth line as illustrated in 
figs. 7 & 8 on the next page.

Figs 5 & 6. Immature Cormorant and Shag. 
Shag (above right) and Cormorant (right) appear a 
lot more similar as immatures.  Both start out essen-
tially brown and white, getting progressively darker 
as they approach maturity.  For identification it is 
best to focus on a combination of features as outlined 
above.
Photos:  Graham Prole (Cormorant), Stephen Lawlor 
(Shag).
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Finally
Thanks to Graham Prole, Joe Gerety, Colum 
Clarke and Stephen Lawlor (www.flickr.com/
photos/69556878@N06/) for their photos.

Michael O’Keeffe, October 2014

Figs 7 & 8. Gular Pouch Angle (GPA). 
The GPA (above and comparison drawing showing 
different angles on Cormorants and Shag, right) is 
the essential feature for separating our race of Cor-
morant, carbo from the Continental race sinensis, 
though sinensis are also generally smaller and slim-
mer than carbo.  
With a gular angle ranging from 66° to 111°,  
sinensis generally have a much larger gular pouch 
than carbo (38° to 72°). Identification of birds within 
the range of overlap is probably not recommended 
and it should be noted that there is also the potential 
for interbreeding between these two races.  
Given the difficulties in measuring the GPA in the 
field and even in some photographs it might be best 
to focus your search for sinsensis on birds with a 
GPA of greater than 90°.  
Double-crested Cormorant  is close in appearance 
to sinensis and some Double-crested Cormorants 
claims may in fact turn out to be sinensis.  As most 
Double-crested Cormorants reaching Europe are 
likely to be 1st-year birds, a more useful feature to 
watch for is bill colour, orange in Double-crested, 
grey in Cormorant. 
Photo and drawing: Michael O’Keeffe.  
With reference to: K. Mullarney from Catching the 
Bug, Constantine, Hopper and the Sound Approach, 
2013.


