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The best time to see birds from our two viewing hides is around high tide, 

when all the mud and other feeding areas in Cork Harbour are covered by 

water and many birds use Harper’s Island wetlands to rest and preen until the 

tide starts going out and exposes their feeding areas in the estuary again. 

In the monthly tables of predicted tide times and heights at the end of this 

guide we highlight the dates and times of all high tides during and 

approximately one hour either side of our opening and closing time. It can 

sometimes be good for birds up an hour or so either side of the hide tide time. 

  
 

Those high tides highlighted in blue will be ok, those in orange good and those 

in pink should be the best. Those highlighted in pink are called Spring tides. 

These are the highest of high tides (see Fig. 3 below) and these can be 

exceptionally good for seeing large numbers of wetland birds out on the 

wetlands. 

The heights of the tides in the tables are just predictions. There are numerous 

factors that can affect the actual height of any tide, such as strong winds and 

the volume of freshwater entering the harbour. 

There is always wildlife to see on the reserve but if you want to see the wetland 

birds at their best these tide tables will allow you to plan your visit to coincide 

with a high tide. 

Remember, even if the tides are high when you visit, the birds on the reserve 

can still be disturbed and caused to fly away for a time by factors such as loud 

noises or the presence in the area of a predator, for instance a Peregrine 

Falcon. 
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Many wetland birds feed on the exposed mudflats and rocky shoreline of Cork 

harbour and as the tide comes in they have fewer and fewer places to feed 

until eventually the tide covers all their feeding areas. It is at this time that 

many fly to safe roosting (resting) and preening places like Harper’s Island. 

Once the tide starts going out it once again exposes the mud and shoreline and 

the birds can then get back to the serious business of hunting for food to keep 

them warm and healthy (see Fig.1 and 2. below). 

 

Fig. 1 

 

Fig. 2



 
Fig. 3. The Tidal Month 

 
As mentioned, there are many complex factors that affect the tides such a wind 
direction and strength, and rainfall. Basically two thirds of our planet is covered 
in water and as Earth spins once every 24 hours the moon passes each point on 
the globe once in that time. The gravitational pull of the moon causes the 
water, especially the oceans, to rise up as it passes it, resulting in two high and 
two low tides roughly every 24 hours. The bulge on the opposite side of the 
earth to the pull of the moon is caused by a phenomenon in the physics of a 
liquid called inertia. Also, the Sun itself has a gravitational pull on the Earth. 
The moon orbits the Earth roughly every 28 days and so two to three times 
each month the Moon, Sun and the Earth line up and the combination of the 
gravitational pull of both the Moon and the Sun pulls the water up off the Earth 
even more than just the moon on its own. When this happens the tides are 
called spring tides. There is a similar effect when the Moon and the Sun line up 
on opposite sides of the Earth. The lowest height of our high tides occurs when 
the Moon is pulling from an angle of roughly 90 degrees to that of the Sun. 
These tides are called Neap Tides. As you will see from the diagram above the 
height of the tide follows a cyclical pattern and is always changing so is never 
the same any two days in a row. As a rule of thumb the high tide time advances 
by about 54 minutes each day. 

 



Relationship between high tide wetland bird counts and high tide heights 
at Harper’s Island Wetlands 

 

 
  Predicted high tide heights in metres (Cork City) 

The graphs above, produced by ecologist Tom Gittings, show the relationship 
between the height of the high tide and the number of birds coming to 
Harper’s Island Wetlands nature reserve. It clearly shows that waders such as 
Dunlin and Redshank increase significantly as the height of the high tide 
increases towards the highest hide tides (Spring Tides). Gull numbers also 
increase but not usually as much, suggesting they probably just stay out on the 
water to roost and preen, where they feel safe. They readily swim whereas 
waders rarely swim. Finally duck number actually decline slightly as the height 
of the high tide increases towards the Spring Tides suggesting they are the least 
affected by the increasing height of the high tide, probably because like the 
gulls they readily swim and can rest and preen on the water and also can 
continue to find enough food even when the tide height is as its highest. 

























 


