
 

 

ESTONIA 
Autumn Migration in the Baltic 

25 September – 2 October 2016 
 
 

TOUR REPORT 
 
Leader: Barrie Cooper 
Local guide: Tarvo Valker 
 
 
Highlights 
 
• Stunning bird migration on several days 
• The sight of thousands of migrating jays 
• The sight of hundreds of migrating long-tailed tits of the northern race 
• Grey-headed woodpecker in the hand at Kabli ringing station 
• A male capercaillie stood on a track in front of the bus 
• A juvenile rose-coloured starling on the first morning 
• A very obliging Ural owl  
• A large wild boar walking in front of the bus 
• A very obliging and curious pine marten in front of the bus 
• Other mammals included otter, racoon dog, red squirrel, roe deer and the howling of a wolf 
• Very good hotels including the excellent Rannohotel in Parnu 
• Excellent meals including some at stylish restaurants 
• Beautiful landscape and buildings in this underrated country  



 
 

Sunday 25 September  
The group assembled at Tallinn airport having travelled via various routes. We drove through the late 
afternoon sunshine to our hotel in Haapsalu.  There was just enough daylight before dinner to spend 30 
minutes birdwatching from the balconies outside our rooms.  We were treated to a pair of white-tailed 
eagles attempting to catch their dinner.  Unfortunately for the eagles they were unsuccessful in their 
attempts to catch any of the wildfowl they went for.  Nevertheless it was an exciting introduction to the 
joys of birdwatching in Estonia.  A great white egret stood near a grey heron provided a good comparison 
between the two species.  Barnacle geese were another interesting sighting during the evening.   
 
Monday 26 September 
Sunshine all day, approximately 19 degrees  
• Puise Peninsula 
• Haapsalu Bay 
Wow, what a morning!  If evidence was needed to prove that Estonia has the best autumn passerine 
migration in Europe, then today provide plenty. As soon as we arrived on the peninsula we saw groups of 
jays moving along and over 18,000 were recorded today.  It was an incredible sight and the group could not 
believe that so many could be seen in such a brief time.  But it wasn’t just jays.  Top prize was the large 
numbers of the white-headed race of long tailed tit.  A few hundred of this delightful bird were seen during 
the morning and a total of 750 were recorded for the site during the day.  Plenty of willow, blue, great and 
coal tits also passed through.  Other prize birds were nutcracker, black woodpecker and a juvenile rose-
coloured starling accompanying its more familiar cousin. Swallows, redwing, fieldfare, skylark, woodlark, 
redpoll, hawfinch, bullfinch chaffinch and brambling added to the mix. Surprisingly, only one sparrowhawk 
was seen during the morning. One red-breasted flycatcher was seen in a sunny patch along with a few 
chiffchaffs. A resident covey of grey partridge, a few tree sparrows and white-tailed eagle were also seen 
and a small group of common cranes flew over. We left this migration paradise behind to go a couple of 
kilometres down the road for a late lunch.  However, as soon as we got out of the bus a flock of 35 cranes 
gained our attention.   
 
Inevitably, the afternoon produced fewer birds but it had its good moments.  First up was a stop on the 
coast to scan the large number of barnacle geese where a juvenile peregrine flew in and perched up to give 
a good prolonged view.  Moving onto another location, a few northern wheatears and meadow pipits were 
in a field as we walked down to a tower overlooking a bay where there more large numbers of barnacle 
geese. One ruff and one golden plover provided a little variety. A couple of marsh tit and common 
treecreeper were seen on the walk back to the bus. Our drive to another tower was halted by a female elk 
and its two young in a roadside meadow, much to the delight of everyone. Regular flocks of barnacle geese 
were seen from the next tower and also around 100 tundra bean geese.  About seven or eight roe deer 
added to the mammal list, but another juvenile peregrine and a male hen harrier were probably more 
exciting. The harrier gave another fly pass as we were about to leave at the end of a very memorable day. 
 
Some of the interesting counts for some species included: 
Cyanistes caeruleus; Blue tit   920 
Sturnus vulgaris; Common starling  2200 
Pyrrhula pyrrhula; Bullfinch   7 
Hirundo rustica; Barn swallow   1250 
Periparus ater ; Coal tit    120 
Ficedula parva; Red-breasted flycatcher  1 
Parus major; Great tit    370 
Phylloscopus collybita; Chiffchaff  20 
Aegithalos caudatus; Long-tailed tit  740 
Garrulus glandarius; Jay    18,000 
Coccothraustes coccothraustes; Hawfinch 11 
Lullula arborea; Woodlark   6 
Dryocopus martius; Black woodpecker  2 



 
 

Grus grus; Common crane   4 
Pastor roseus; Rose-coloured starling  1  
 
Tuesday 27 September 
Sunny, 19 degrees 
• Poosaspea Peninsula 
• Nova forests 
• Haapsalu 
• Leidissoo Bog 
It was a foggy departure from the hotel for our drive to the Poosaspea Peninsula for some sea watching. A 
fine male and female roe deer in a roadside meadow created our first stop of the day. As we arrived on the 
peninsula we left the fog behind which was fortunate as a great grey shrike was seen well in an open area.  
A few fieldfare were also seen there. Our sea watching spot was at the end of the peninsula and the 
weather was clear and sunny. Some of the birds seen included common eider, common scoter, goldeneye, 
red-breasted merganser, long-tailed duck, red-throated and black-throated divers. However, the highlight 
was an otter sitting on a rock attempting to dine on a goldeneye. After watching the otter and its prey for a 
few minutes we were surprised that the apparently dead goldeneye escaped the clutches of the otter. The 
predator disappeared so we were left to ponder the eventual outcome of this drama. Black woodpecker 
was regularly heard while we sea watched and we occasionally saw one, and when we explored the interior 
more individuals were found. Also seen were sparrowhawk, woodlark, red squirrel and a white-tailed eagle 
sitting on a rock in the bay. Common crossbill, crested tit and nuthatch were heard. A young raccoon dog 
crossed the road as we drove towards the restaurant for lunch.   
 
A short drive to a bay to look for waders was our destination after lunch. As soon as we got off the bus we 
had a welcome party of several dozen long-tailed tits accompanied by willow tits and chiffchaffs. It was an 
absolute joy to have more close views of long-tailed tit after yesterday’s spectacle. They were certainly 
more impressive than the wader total that only included a handful of birds – one grey plover, three ringed 
plover and two or three dunlin. The drive down the track from our parking area provided ample 
compensation for the shortage of waders because a pine marten acted as a lead escort for 200-300  
metres. It was very satisfying to have good views of such an elusive mammal. Back at the hotel, several of 
the group enjoyed watching peregrine, marsh harrier and two white-tailed eagles from their balconies.  
 
After dinner we went for a night drive in the hope of seeing a few things. A raccoon dog and two roe deer 
were the first mammals seen. At a stop in the forest we heard the howling of what may have been a wolf.  
A further stop failed to find Tengmalm’s owl but the darker sky gave us the opportunity to do some 
stargazing with the Andromeda galaxy being the highlight along with a few satellites orbiting the Earth. A 
little further on as we drove through the forest we had prolonged views of a Ural owl. It was a satisfying 
way to bring the day to an end, although we did see an unidentified mammal on the way back to the hotel. 
 
Wednesday 28 September 
Cloudy morning, rain in the afternoon, 15 degrees  
• Puise Peninsula 
• Lihula 
• Saaremaa Island 
A great grey shrike was the first notable bird as we returned to the Puise Peninsula to see how this 
morning’s migration was compared to Monday. There was still a good passage of jays and long-tailed tits, 
however there were more chaffinches today and clearly more brambling. One or two hawfinches also 
showed well. Fieldfare numbers also seemed to be on the increase. The strong wind was hampering the 
migration and it was much quieter than Monday. After a couple of hours we left the tower to go for a walk 
amongst the trees and bushes to the shore. Three Bewick’s swans, two common snipe and one grey plover 
were among the most interesting observations. We decided to drive inland to find some sheltered spots 
and were pleasantly surprised to see a raccoon dog casually walking through someone’s large garden.  
Marsh tit and nuthatch were some of the woodland birds found, but no woodpeckers. A couple of flocks of 



 
 

bean geese were seen flying high and a very attractive roe deer preceded our visit to the ferry terminal. A 
few common scoter and gulls were seen from the ferry when we crossed to the island. 
 
Thursday 29 September 
Sun, cloud and then rain in the afternoon 16 degrees  
• Sorve Peninsula 
• Kuressaare 
A large male wild boar was the highlight of the drive down to Sorve. We assembled at our usual spot at 
Sorve, and were nicely positioned behind a restaurant near the sea and facing north in the direction from 
which the migrant birds will be first seen. It was another exceptional morning with large numbers of jays, 
chaffinches, great and blue tits. Other migrants included sparrowhawk, merlin, red and black-throated 
divers, bean and greater white-fronted geese, sandwich tern, siskin, brambling, woodlark, great grey shrike 
and coal tit. A ringtail hen harrier quartered the reedbed. Waders seen were dunlin, grey and ringed plover.  
It was interesting to see an osprey flying along the Estonian coast and then to watch it fly across the sea to 
Latvia – it would have many more kilometres to fly before reaching its winter home. A couple of white-
tailed eagles sat on rocks on the opposite side of the bay. Goosander and red-breasted merganser were 
two of the species out on the sea. It had been a very good morning, but the wind was getting stronger and 
the migrants were becoming less frequent so it was time for our packed lunch. 
 
Estonian television wanted to film us for a feature on ecotourism for a weekly business TV programme. 
They arrived during the early afternoon, which was later than scheduled, and unfortunately they missed 
the opportunity to film the migration spectacle. However, they were happy to record some interviews and 
to hear how special Estonia is for birdwatching. It is to be hoped that the relevant authorities will do more 
to promote how unique Estonia is for wildlife and bird migration. As Barrie said during his interview, 
Estonia has the best bird migration in Europe and one of the best in the World. This morning was another 
example of how good it can be. The rain had now started so we decided to leave Sorve to drive to 
Kuressaare for a walk around and visit a few souvenir shops.   
 
Friday 30 September 
Sunny, windy 17 degrees  
• Sorve Peninsula 
• Parnu 
We made an early start for the drive back to Sorve Peninsula. While eating our packed breakfast, the first 
notable bird of the day was a merlin. The strong south-westerly wind was clearly affecting the migration 
because it was much quieter today. Birds were in short supply over land but a great grey shrike and 
wheatear did put in an appearance. The wind wasn’t abating so we moved a few kilometres up the coast to 
the western side of the peninsula where we used a lighthouse as a windbreak for sea watching. There was a 
good passage of common eider, common scoter, goldeneye and red-breasted merganser, but some groups 
of little gull were the first highlight. A few razorbills passed by and the occasional small flock of tufted duck 
included greater scaup. An adult Baltic gull with an immature provided a good contrast with the herring, 
common, black-headed and greater black-backed gulls. The sea watching got even better when two Arctic 
skuas conveniently came close to the shoreline to provide very good views, having first been picked up 
close to the horizon. Four velvet scoters were the first of the week to provide more variety to a productive 
session of sea watching.  
 
Despite the strong wind we had an interesting morning and returned to the hotel to collect our luggage. As 
we were leaving the hotel car park a nutcracker flew over but unfortunately it was only a brief view seen by 
those in the front of the bus. A pleasant restaurant in Kuressaare provided a very good lunch and then it 
was time to drive to the ferry. A stop on the causeway between the two islands enabled us to get good 
views of a variety of waterfowl including pochard – the first for the trip. A marsh harrier also showed well 
here. When we arrived at the ferry terminal we were greeted by a long line of traffic that we were able to 
pass because we had pre-booked. However the ferry wasn’t running. It was the last day of private 
ownership of the ferry company before becoming run by the Government and the owner was making his 



 
 

final protest at this nationalisation. The ferry eventually arrived and, later than expected, we arrived at our 
excellent hotel in Parnu. 
 
Saturday 1 October 
Showers in the morning, sun in the afternoon, windy, 15 degrees 
• Kabli bird observatory 
• Soometsa forest 
After an excellent breakfast at our hotel in Parnu, we drove south to the ringing station at Kabli. This bird 
observatory is an excellent place to experience bird migration and to see birds in the hand and, despite 
strong winds, we had a truly memorable day. A total of 515 long-tailed tits were ringed during the day and 
we must have seen over 400 of them. We had seen many long-tailed tits during the week, but it was great 
to see them up close while the ringers expertly placed the tiny rings on their legs. The first bird we saw 
ringed was a wren that weighed in at nine grams which was significantly more than the typical five to seven 
grams, so hopefully this beefy wren successfully made its way to its winter home. Other birds we saw 
ringed were blackbird, goldcrest, blue, great and coal tit. However, the prize bird was a grey-headed 
woodpecker that was caught in the huge Heligoland trap. A red squirrel was also seen wandering around.  
In between our morning and afternoon visits to the bird observatory we had an excellent lunch courtesy of 
a village women’s group. We also stopped to look out over an arable area near the Soometsa forest that 
held lapwing, golden plover, ruff and stock dove. A peregrine flew over to put the birds up but most settled 
down again after the raptor left. After an excellent dinner at a restaurant in Parnu we had a night drive 
around Soometsa forest but unfortunately we failed to see anything of significance.   
 
Sunday 2 October 
Sunny, 16 degrees 
• Soometsa forest 
• Parnu to Tallinn airport 
A couple of hardy souls joined the leaders for an early pre-breakfast visit to Soometsa forest. We returned 
to the places we had been the previous evening and with more success. Three grey-headed woodpeckers 
were vocal and silhouettes were seen in the dawn light. There was a good passage of bramblings overhead 
with the weather much less windy than the last couple of days. A black woodpecker flew over just as we 
returned to the bus and another one was calling nearby.  It was time to drive back to the hotel but with the 
occasional stop to scan for wildlife and a roe deer was seen in a clearing. However, the highlight of this 
morning trip was undoubtedly a superb male capercaillie that stood motionless on the track in front of the 
vehicle. We watched it for a few minutes before it flew off to leave us with a wonderful memory for our 
final day. Our return to the hotel was further delayed when two great grey shrikes were seen from the 
road.  When we finally did get back to the hotel for breakfast a couple of nuthatches that showed quite well 
close to the entrance. Our drive to Tallinn airport only had one stop and that was to see our first whooper 
swans of the week. It was then time to say our goodbyes to Tarvo at the end of an excellent week full of 
memories of amazing bird migration, excellent meals and hotels. It had been a great holiday for all 
participants in this wonderful and underrated country. 

 
 
  



 
 

SPECIES LIST 
 
Birds: 
1. Mute swan – seen on 7 days 
2. Bewick´s swan – 3 adults at Puise Peninsula on 28 Sep 
3. Whooper swan – a flock of 11 en route on 2 Oct 
4. Tundra bean goose – recorded on 4 days, mainly at Matsalu NP 
5. Greylag goose – small flocks at Põgari on 26 Sep 
6. Barnacle goose – recorded on 3 days, thousands at Matsalu NP 
7. Brent goose – a flock of 10 at Cape Põõsaspea on 27 Sep 
8. Wigeon – seen on 7 days 
9. Gadwall – recorded on 4 days 
10. Teal – seen on 5 days 
11. Mallard – seen on 7 days 
12. Pintail – seen on 2 days 
13. Shoveler – seen on 2 days 
14. Pochard – 100+ at Väike väin on 30 Sep 
15. Tufted duck – recorded on 2 days 
16. Greater scaup – 2 birds migrating with Tufted Ducks at Sõrve Peninsula on 30 Sep 
17. Common eider – seen on 3 days 
18. Long-tailed duck – around 100 individuals. migrating at Cape Põõsaspea on 27 Sep, one at Sõrve 
Peninsula on 30 Sep 
19. Common scoter – seen on 3 days 
20. Velvet scoter – a flock of 4 birds migrating at Sõrve Peninsula on 30 Sep 
21. Common goldeneye – seen on 7 days 
22. Red-breasted merganser – seen on 3 days 
23. Goosander – seen on 4 days 
24. Capercaillie – stunning views of a male on the road at Soometsa forests on 2 Oct 
25. Grey partridge – a family group of 6 birds at Puise Peninsula on 26 Sep and 28 Sep 
26. Red-throated diver – seen at Cape Põõsaspea on 27 Sep and Sõrve Peninsula on 30 Sep 
27. Black-throated diver – seen on 3 days 
28. Great crested grebe – seen on 4 days 
29. Cormorant – seen on 6 days 
30. Great white egret – small groups at Haapsalu and Matsalu bay, seen on 3 days 
31. Grey heron – seen on 7 days 
32. White-tailed eagle – seen on 6 days with at least 12 birds in total 
33. Marsh harrier – seen on 2 days 
34. Hen harrier – adult male at Rannajõe watching tower on 26 Sep, female plumage birds at Sõrve 
Peninsula on 29 Sep and 30 Sep, 1 juvenile at Soometsa forests on 2 Oct 
35. Sparrowhawk – seen on 5 days 
36. Common buzzard – seen on 8 days 
37. Osprey – 1 bird migrating at Sõrve Peninsula on 29 Sep 
38. Merlin – 1 bird in female plumage at Sõrve Peninsula on 29 Sep and 30 Sep 
39. Peregrine Falcon – 2 first year birds at Matsalu NP on 26 Sep, 1 near Haapsalu on 27 Sep, 1 first year at 
Soometsa forests on 1 Oct 
40. Coot – seen on 6 days 
41. Crane – suprisingly uncommon on this trip with flocks of 4 and 24 at Puise on 26 Sep 
42. Ringed plover – seen on 4 days 
43. Golden plover – 5 near Soometsa on 1.10 
44. Grey plover – seen on 5 days 
45. Lapwing – seen on 8 days 
46. Dunlin – seen on 3 days 
47. Ruff – seen on 2 days 



 
 

48. Common snipe – seen on 4 days 
49. Woodcock – 1 at Leidissoo forests on 27 Sep, 1 en route at Saaremaa Island on 30 Sep 
50. Greenshank – 1 at Puise Peninsula on 26 Sep, 1 at Sõrve Peninsula on 29 Sep 
51. Arctic skua – 3 birds migrating at Sõrve Peninsula on 30 Sep 
52. Little gull – at least 60 individuals migrating at Sõrve Peninsula on 30 Sep 
53. Black-headed gull – seen on 8 days 
54. Common gull – seen on 8 days 
55. Baltic gull – 2 adults and 1 first summer juvenile at Sõrve Peninsula on 30 Sep 
56. Herring gull – seen on 8 days 
57. Great black-backed gull – seen on 5 days 
58. Sandwich tern – 2 at Sõrve Peninsula on 29 Sep, 1 at Sõrve Peninsula on 30 Sep 
59. Razorbill – 2 at Sõrve Peninsula on 30 Sep 
60. Feral pigeon – seen on 8 days 
61. Stock pigeon – a flock of 10 near Soometsa on 1 Oct 
62. Wood pigeon – seen on 7 days 
63. Collared dove – 1 migrating at Sõrve Peninsula on 29 Sep 
64. Ural Owl – excellent views of the perched individual at Leidissoo forests on 27 Sep 
65. Kingfisher – 1 at Cape Põõsaspea on 27 Sep 
66. Grey-headed woodpecker – 1 caught in Heligoland trap at Kabli on 1 Oct, 2 birds seen at Soometsa 
forests on 2 Oct 
67. Black woodpecker – 1 migrating at Puise Peninsula on 26 Sep, 4 birds at Cape Põõsaspea on 27 Sep, 2 at 
Soometsa forests on 2 Occt 
68. Great spotted woodpecker – seen on 4 days 
69. Wood lark – seen on 3 days, including 15 at Sõrve Peninsula on 29 Sep 
70. Skylark – seen on 2 days 
71. Barn swallow – seen on 5 days 
72. Meadow pipit – seen on 5 days 
73. Yellow wagtail – 1 at Puise Peninsula on 26 Sep 
74. White Wagtail – seen on 8 days 
75. Wren – seen on 5 days 
76. Dunnock – heard only, recorded in 2 days 
77. Robin – seen on 7 days 
78. Wheatear – seen on 5 days 
79. Blackbird – seen on 7 days 
80. Fieldfare – seen on 4 days 
81. Song Thrush – seen on 7 days 
82. Redwing – seen on 5 days 
83. Mistle thrush – seen on 3 days 
84. Blackcap – 1 at Puise Peninsula on 26 Sep 
85. Chiffchaff – seen on 2 days 
86. Goldcrest – seen on 7 days 
87. Red-breasted flycatcher – 1 at Puise Peninsula on 26 Sep 
88. Long-tailed tit – seen on 5 days: 740 at Puise Peninsula on 26 Sep, 340 at Puise Peninsula on 28 Sep, 515 
caught for ringing at Kabli bird station on 1 Oct 
89. Marsh tit – seen on 3 days 
90. Willow tit – seen on 5 days 
91. Crested tit – seen at Cape Põõsaspea on 27 Sep 
92. Coal tit – seen on 5 days, including views in the hand at Kabli 
93. Blue tit – seen on 7 days, remarkable movement with 800 birds at Sõrve Peninsula on 29 Sep 
94. Great tit – seen on 7 days 
95. Nuthatch – seen on 3 days 
96. Treeceeper – seen on 3 days 
97. Great grey shrike – seen on 5 days 



 
 

98. Eurasian jay – seen on 8 days, including 18 000 migrating at Puise Peninsula on 26 Sep (a new daily 
record for Estonia) and 2 000 birds migrating at Sõrve Peninsula on 29 Sep 
99. Magpie – seen on 7 days 
100. Nutcracker – 1 at Puise Peninsula on 26 Sep, 1 at Saaremaa Island on 30 Sep 
101. Jackdaw – seen on 7 days 
102. Rook – seen on 5 days 
103. Hooded crow – seen on 8 days 
104. Raven – seen on 8 days 
105. Starling – seen on 8 days 
106. Rose-coloured starling – 1 bird at Puise Peninsula on 26 Sep 
107. House sparrow – seen on 5 days 
108. Tree sparrow – seen on 2 days 
109. Chaffinch – seen on 8 days 
110. Brambling – seen on 6 days 
111. Greenfinch – seen on 6 days 
112. Goldfinch – seen on 6 days 
113. Siskin – seen on 7 days 
114. Linnet – seen on 5 days 
115. Redpoll – seen on 3 days 
116. Common crossbill – heard only at Cape Põõsaspea on 27 Sep 
117. Bullfinch – recorded on 3 days 
118. Hawfinch – seen on 4 days 
119. Yellowhammer – seen on 7 days 
120. Reed Bunting – seen on 5 days 
 
Mammals: 
1. European hare – 1 at Matsalu NP on 26 Sep 
2. Red squirrel – seen on 3 days 
3. Grey seal – 1 at Sõrve Peninsula on 30 Sep 
4.  Wild boar – 1 at Saaremaa Island on 29 Sep 
5. Roe deer – seen on 6 days 
6. Raccoon dog – 2 at Leidissoo on 27 Sep, 1 at Matsalu NP on 28 Sep 
7. Elk – good views of the female with two calves at Matsalu NP on 26 Sep 
8. Wolf – heard at Leidissoo forests on 27 Sep 
9. Pine Marten – stunning views at Haversi on 27 Sep 
10. Otter – one eating goldeneye on the rock at Cape Põõsaspea on 27 Sep 
 
Dragonflies: 
1. Migrant hawker 
2. Black darter 
3. Vagrant darter 
  



 
 

 
Black woodpecker © Barrie Cooper  
 

 
Male capercaillie © Barrie Cooper  
 



 
 

 
Grey-headed woodpecker at Kabli bird observatory © Barrie Cooper  
 

 
Some of the 18,000 jays that migrated through Puise Peninsula on 26 Sep  © Barrie Cooper  
 



 
 

 
Long-tailed tit © Barrie Cooper  
 

 
Nutcracker © Barrie Cooper  
 



 
 

 
Migrating sparrowhawk © Barrie Cooper  
 

 
Willow tit © Barrie Cooper  
 



 
 

 
Otter with goldeneye © Barrie Cooper  
 

 
Pine marten (taken through bus windscreen) © Barrie Cooper  
 

  


