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This was another excellent trip to the wonderful country of Estonia.  We were blessed with fine weather 
and some wonderful bird migration. Thousands of chaffinches on the move; some excellent views of 
nutcrackers, 10,000 cranes and black woodpecker in the hand were some of the highlights. It’s always an 
incredible sight to see visible migration and we were privileged to see a variety of species on the move 
throughout the week.  
 

 
Nutcrackers were seen on four days during the trip © Barrie Cooper 

  



 
 

Day 1: Friday 22 September 2017 
Sunny. 17 degrees 
The flight from Gatwick arrived at Tallinn on time and we met up with our guide Tarvo for the 90-minute 
journey to our hotel in Haapsalu.  Forty five minutes of bird watching from the balconies of our hotel rooms 
was quite productive. Six white-tailed eagles were seen on the brackish lake behind the hotel. An adult 
eagle caught a fish and flew close to the hotel and over Haapsalu town.  Six goosanders were close, but the 
cranes going to roost were much further away.  Two great egrets, many coot, wigeon, gadwall and mallard 
were out there.  A solitary barnacle goose gave a close flight past and hooded crows were common.  It was 
a good start to what is always an interesting week in this beautiful country.   
 

Day 2: Saturday 23 September 
Sunshine all day.  20 degrees max.  

 Puise peninsula 

 Matsalu Bay 
 
A 20 minute drive to the Puise peninsula, one of Estonia’s premier migration sites, was briefly interrupted 
as we watched hundreds of cranes flying out of their roost site.  Some of the cranes were already feeding in 
roadside fields allowing for close views.  A few white-fronted geese were also in a roadside field and our 
first barnacle geese for the day flew over.  When we approached the observation tower it was clear that 
birds were already moving through with many blue and great tit, while a marsh harrier flew along the 
coast.  There were good numbers of yellowhammer and reed bunting plus a few hawfinch.  There was an 
early passage of Bewick’s swans with two groups of eight followed by more during the morning.  Six tundra 
bean geese flew by soon followed by five red-throated divers.  Several great-spotted woodpeckers moved 
through during the morning, but the first of three black woodpecker provided far more excitement.  
However, the highlight of the morning was probably the eight nutcrackers, some of which flew directly 
overhead, a marvellous sight.  There was a good passage of yellow wagtail, swallow, siskin and chaffinch 
with the occasional sparrowhawk looking for breakfast.  It’s always good to see woodlark and we saw 
sixteen during the morning, some of which were overhead.  A distant white-tailed eagle was in the same 
binocular view as a common buzzard, but the immature eagle very obligingly came closer and closer until it 
eventually flew just twenty metres over our heads, it was an amazing sight.  There was a good selection of 
waders scattered around the peninsular including ruff, bar-tailed godwit, greenshank, common snipe, 
ringed plover, grey plover, little stint, dunlin and a red-necked phalarope.  It wasn’t just the birds on the 
move, there was a good number of red admirals, silver-y moths and dragonflies including black darter.  An 
excellent morning was topped off with a fine lunch in Haapsalu.  On returning back to the hotel, marsh 
harrier and white-tailed eagle were immediately seen from our rooms. 
 
Our first port of call for the afternoon was Haeska Tower which overlooks part of Matsalu Bay.  There were 
many barnacle geese, along with tundra bean, greylag and white-fronted geese.  One of the most 
impressive sites we saw as we walked to the tower was the hordes of migrant hawkers, some of which 
were mating.  They even adorned conifer trees like Christmas decorations.  From the tower we had a good 
variety of wildfowl and our first curlew.  There were more Bewick’s swans and a few white-tailed eagles.  
Another wheatear added to one we had seen earlier before we drove to our final destination to watch the 
spectacular crane roost.  Large numbers of cranes streamed through as they moved to their roost site and 
approximately ten thousand were seen in total.  Golden plover extended the wader list and a peregrine sat 
on a rock for our final species of the day before we headed to a local restaurant for dinner.   
 
Approximate counts for some species we saw today were: 

 Bewick's swan – 100 

 White-tailed eagle – 10 

 Common crane – 10,000 

 Little stint – 5 

 Black woodpecker – 3 

 Woodlark – 16 



 
 

 Yellow wagtail – 3 

 Wheatear – 3 

 Blue tit – 650 

 Nutcracker – 8 

 Hawfinch - 6 
 

Day 3: Sunday 24 September 
Sunny, 19 degrees max.  

 Poosaspea peninsula 

 Nova forests 

 Haapsalu 
 
A beautiful sunny day with no clouds and less wind than the previous day made it a joy to be in this 
excellent country.  Our drive to the Poosaspea peninsular was briefly interrupted as we stopped to admire 
a pair of roe deer in a roadside field.  A wheatear also showed well.  As soon as we got out of the bus for 
our seawatching session a group of red-breasted merganser flew by.  The Poosaspea Peninsular is one of 
Europe’s premier seawatching sites for observing migrating waterfowl with over 2,000,000 birds recorded 
each autumn.  There was good migration happening during our time there with regular numbers of red-
throated diver, black-throated diver, common scoter, velvet scoter, long-tailed duck, barnacle geese, white-
fronted geese and tundra bean geese.  There were also passerines including siskin, white wagtail and tits.  
After a couple of hours of enjoying continuous movement of birds we decided to explore the nearby forest 
after a report of short-eared owl.  Unfortunately we didn’t find the owl, but we did have a vocal parrot 
crossbill that showed well at the top of a conifer.   
 
As we further explored the area we had a mix of birds that included blackcap, lesser whitethroat, willow tit, 
spotted flycatcher, willow warbler, chiffchaff and three nutcrackers.  A red squirrel and an adult Baltic gull 
also put in an appearance.  We drove on but stopped a couple of times for a great grey shrike and a very 
obliging immature white-tailed eagle.  A couple of black woodpeckers were seen as well as tree pipit.  We 
parked up at a small harbour on the Baltic and a woodlark was on a building next to where we were.  A grey 
seal was in the harbour and a search of the local gulls found another adult Baltic gull that gave better views 
than the previous one.  After lunch at a harbour restaurant we had a short walk in the local forest and 
found our target bird – crested tit.  In contrast to yesterday’s butterflies, the most numerous species today 
were peacock and brimstone.  We returned to the hotel for a spot of relaxation before dinner.  A night 
drive only produced one roe deer, although it did provide the chance to see Andromeda Galaxy and a few 
constellations. 
 
Day 4: Monday 25 September 
Sunny, 18degrees max 

 Puise peninsula 

 Haeska Tower 

 Saaremaa island 
 
The clear skies continued, although it was windier today and that had a detrimental effect on the migration 
at Puise Peninsular.  Prior to arriving there, a red fox demonstrated commendable road safety by aborting 
its intended crossing in front of our vehicle and returned to the forest from whence it came.  Jays were 
passing through in good numbers and, once again, we had a few woodlarks that showed well flying directly 
overhead.  In addition to the tits and finches some fieldfare, great-spotted woodpecker, one black 
woodpecker and occasional sparrowhawk added a contrast.  Cranes appeared to be heading south rather 
than lingering around in Estonia.  There were more Bewick’s swans, chiffchaffs, redpoll and two 
nutcrackers.  Grey partridge eluded us on Saturday but today we found two coveys.  We were told of a red-
breasted goose just a few kilometres up the road, however it and most of the barnacle geese had gone by 
the time we arrived there.  A few golden plover, marsh harrier and white-tailed eagle were some 



 
 

compensation.  On our way to the Haeska Tower, we had the good fortune to come across two, or possibly 
three, hen harriers as they hunted over some large fields.   
 
At the tower there were plenty of barnacle, tundra bean, greylag and white-fronted geese, but no rarity.  
However there was a yellow-browed warbler that was seen by some of the group, five swallows also flew 
over.  After lunch we took the ferry to Saaremaa island and saw a grey seal and plenty of greater scaup 
from the boat.  The reeds next to the causeway that connects Saaremaa and Muhu had calling bearded tits 
but they refused to show.  Close to our hotel our first whooper swans and sandwich terns were found on a 
sheltered bay.  
 
Day 5: Tuesday 26 September 
Sunny, 16 degrees max 

 Sorve peninsula 
 
Another clear day with easterly winds produced another fine day for watching bird migration but not the 
optimum conditions of previous trips.  Nevertheless we saw a good collection of species and a few hours of 
regular visible migration.  The journey to the southern end had a couple of mammals – fox and roe deer, 
and about ten wheatears on the road were an indication of what was to come as it was one of the most 
abundant species of the day.  Taking up a sheltered position near the café the first wave of chaffinches 
came through and there was often the sound of brambling among the groups.  Siskins were one of the 
most numerous species and there was a steady passage of sparrowhawk.  A few red-throated diver and ‘s’s 
swans plus at least three white-tailed eagle added variety to proceedings.  Skylark, woodlark, yellow 
wagtail, white wagtail and other finches came through regularly during the morning.  A couple of honey 
buzzards and several common buzzards, plus a couple of hobby and kestrel added to the species list.  
Cranes were also migrating south with the largest group being two hundred and seventy five.  A calling 
Richard’s pipit flew close by.  On the end of the spit a possible Caspian gull and a yellow-legged herring gull 
were of interest.  The garden next to the lighthouse had treecreeper and goldcrest while a couple of 
dunnock flew over.   
 
Soon after our picnic lunch a ringtail hen harrier flew close and was harassed by a sparrowhawk.  As we 
walked to the more sheltered and bushy parts of the peninsular we were rewarded with at least two 
nutcrackers and an obliging great-grey shrike.  There were plenty of wheatear in this area with two 
whinchat amongst them.  Driving around to another part of the peninsular we came across three common 
redstarts and a tree pipit.  Walking along the sheltered western edge of the peninsular, nine woodlarks and 
two whooper swans showed well.  The day had provided another excellent experience of the wonders of 
bird migration in Estonia. 
 

Day 6: Wednesday 27 September 
Sunny, 16 degrees  

 Sorve peninsula 

 Parnu 
 
We made an early start for the drive back to Sorve Peninsula.  Three foxes were seen on the drive down 
and two more were seen later.  As we got closer to the end of the peninsula there was an increasing 
number of birds seen on the road, these being mainly robin, song thrush and wheatear.  They whetted our 
appetite for what was to come later.  We parked up and even before sunrise there were already good 
numbers of siskin and chaffinch with an increased number of brambling compared to yesterday.  The peak 
count of chaffinches was thirty-five thousand per thirty minutes with two very busy hours during the 
morning.  It was estimated that one hundred thousand chaffinches had flown over before eleven in the 
morning.  It was a constant stream of birds, predominantly finches.  Opportunist sparrowhawks were 
evident but not as many as yesterday and buzzards were absent today.  Several groups of red-throated 
diver flew over with the largest group composed of fourteen.  The lighthouse garden was much busier 



 
 

today with chaffinches, brambling, tits and a few jays using the trees as a last refuge before embarking on 
their journey.   
 
When things quietened down we went for a walk towards the end of the peninsular where four brent 
geese and a little stint found company among the gulls and cormorants.  Cranes continued to venture south 
with the largest group composed of one hundred and sixty.  No interesting birds were found as we explored 
some of the sheltered areas near the old observatory, however there seemed to be many silver-y moths.  It 
was time to leave and go for lunch in Kuressare before taking the ferry back to the mainland.  The highlight 
of the ferry crossing was approximately six hundred greater scaup.  Our first stop for woodpeckers was 
unproductive, however our second was quite good.  A pair of crossbills showed well at the top of a conifer 
and a nutcracker flew over while we admired them.  A nuthatch only gave brief views, however the calls of 
long-tailed tits alerted us so we were in position to get a good look at the northern white-headed race of 
this species.  We also had our introduction to the infamous elk fly. 
 

Day 7: Thursday 28 September 
Cloudy in the morning, sun in the afternoon, 15 degrees  

 Kabli bird observatory 

 Soometsa forest 
 
After a filling 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 but the clouds 
and cold wind resulted in the quietest visit we’ve had there for this tour.  Nevertheless, one of the first 
birds we saw was a black woodpecker flying over the forest so quite a good start.  Nuthatch, marsh tit and 
crossbill were three species in the forest.  There were plenty of flocks of siskin and chaffinch flying over but 
the Helgoland trap and mist nets were not catching many birds.  During the morning we saw goldcrest, blue 
tit and reed bunting in the hand.  We were considering leaving but decided to have one more walk in the 
forest and it was a good decision.  One of the ringers found us to tell us of a female black woodpecker 
which had been caught in a mist net.  Fortunately we were close by so saw the woodpecker in the net as it 
was gently removed before being taken to the ringing station for measurements.  On release it flew just a 
few metres into some conifers before moving on.  So a quiet morning had been salvaged by privileged close 
up views of Europe’s largest woodpecker.  In some years we’ve seen lesser-spotted woodpecker and grey-
headed woodpeckers in the hand so to see black was perfect.   
 
After a picnic lunch we drove to Soometsa forest in the hope of seeing some more woodpeckers but several 
great-spotted woodpeckers were all we had.  However, we did get good views of long-tailed tit and a hazel 
grouse flew in front of the vehicle but was only seen by some of the group.  After returning to our excellent 
art deco hotel, some of the birds seen included tree sparrow and plenty of chiffchaffs in the nearby nature 
reserve.  A night drive to Soometsa forest didn’t produce much birdwise but we did have a close view of a 
racoon dog that crossed in front of the vehicle.  A distant fox and unidentified mammal completed the line-
up.   
 

Day 8: Friday 29 September 
Sunny, sixteen degrees. 

 Soometsa forest 

 Parnu to Tallinn airport 
 
The thermometer on the bus indicated zero degrees as we approached the Soomeetsa forest for a pre-
breakfast excursion and, sure enough, there was frost on the ground vegetation.  There was no wind and it 
was going to be a beautiful morning so it was unfortunate we could only spend a brief time in the forest. 
Nevertheless, there was good migration happening with siskins, chaffinches, brambling, thrushes and 
robins being some of the birds we could pick out.  A woodcock on the road was the first for the trip and a 
snipe flew from a ditch.  A nutcracker at the top of a tree was discernible in the early light and it called as it 
flew to confirm identification.  Two willow tits showed well but one of our target birds was grey-headed 



 
 

woodpecker and a male flew to the top of a tree and posed well for several minutes in the early morning 
light.  On our return to the hotel another grey-headed woodpecker and a fox were found.  It was frustrating 
to have to end so early on such a great morning for weather and bird migration, however the hotel 
porridge was very welcome.  The drive to Tallinn was in weather that typified the week – sunny with a clear 
sky, it was a shame to leave.  We enjoyed a pleasant guided walk around old Tallinn before lunch in a 
mediaeval style restaurant.  After the short journey to the airport we said our goodbyes to Tarvo before 
taking our flight to Gatwick.   
 
  



 
 

Species list 
 
Birds: 
1. Mute wwan – recorded on 7 days 
2. ‘s´s swan – recorded on 4 days, 100+ at Matsalu NP on 23.9, 120 at Matsalu NP on 25.9 
3. WhoopersSwan – seen on 3 days, small numbers observed at Sõrve peninsula 
4. Tundra bean goose – seen on 6 days 
5. Greater white-fronted goose - 
6. Greylag goose – seen on 3 days 
7. Barnacle goose – seen on 4 days 
8. Brent goose – seen on 2 days, a few at cape Põõsaspea on 24.9 and at Sõrve peninsula on 27.9 
9. Eurasian wigeon – seen on 6 days 
11. Gadwall – seen on 5 days 
12. Eurasian teal – seen on 4 days 
13. Mallard – seen on 8 days 
14. Pintail – seen on 3 days 
15. Shoveler – seen on 4 days, 30+ at Matsalu NP on 25.9 
16. Pochard – seen on 3 days 
17. Tufted duck – seen on 4 days 
18. Greater scaup – seen on 3 days, 500+ between Muhu island and mainland on 27.9 
19. Long-tailed duck – seen only on 24.9 at cape Põõsaspea, 35 birds on migration 
20. Common scoter – seen only on 24.9 at cape Põõsaspea, 40 birds on migration 
21. Velvet scoter – seen only on 24.9 at cape Põõsaspea, 40 birds on migration 
22. Goldeneye – seen on 6 days 
23. Red-breasted merganser – seen on 3 days 
24. Goosander – seen on 4 days 
25. Red-throated diver – seen on 4 days, 45 migrating at cape Põõsaspea on 24.9 and 30 birds on migration at Sõrve 
peninsula on 27.9 
26. Black-throated diver – seen only at cape Põõsaspea on 24.9 then 5 birds seen on migration 
27. Hazel grouse – 1 flying over a forest track at Soometsa forest on 28.9 
28. Grey partridge – 8 birds in two groups at Puise peninsula on 25.9 
29. Great crested grebe – seen on 5 days 
30. Cormorant – seen on 6 days 
31. Great white egret – seen on 5 days, common at Matsalu area 
32. Grey heron – seen on 6 days 
33. Honey buzzard – two 1cy birds on migration at Sõrve peninsula on 26.9 
34. White-tailed eagle – seen on 6 days with 10+ at Matsalu NP on 23.9 and Sõrve peninsula on 26.9 
35. Marsh harrier – seen on 4 days 
36. Hen harrier – seen on 2 days, 3 birds near Haeska on 25.9, close views of the female at Sõrve peninsula on 26.9 
37. Sparrowhawk – seen on 5 days 
38. Common buzzard – seen on 7 days 
39. Kestrel – seen on 4 days 
40. Hobby – 2 birds at Sõrve peninsula on 26.9 
41. Peregrine falcon – 1 on a rock at coastal meadow near Puise on 23.9 
42. Coot – seen on 5 days 
43. Common crane – seen on 6 days, amazing roosting flight of 10 000 birds near Puise on 23.9 
44. Ringed plover – seen on 2 days 
45. Golden plover – seen only on 23.9 
46. Grey plover – seen only on 23.9 
47. Lapwing – seen on 7 days 
48. Sanderling – 1 at Puise peninsula on 23.9 
49. Little stint – seen on 2 days, 1 at Puise peninsula on 23.9 and 1 at Sõrve peninsula on 27.9 
50. Dunlin – seen on 3 days 
51. Ruff – see at Matsalu NP on 24.9 and 25.9 
52. Common snipe – seen on 2 days 
53. Woodcock – 1 flushed from the road at Soometsa forests on 29.9 
54. Bar-tailed godwit – 5 birds at Puise peninsula on 23.9 
55. Curlew – seen on 2 two different days, 1 at Haeska on 23.9, 3 at Haeska on 25.9 



 
 

56. Greenshank – seen on 2 days 
57. Common sandpiper – a fairly late record made at Puise peninsula on 25.9 
58. Red-necked phalarope – 1 in flight at Puise peninsula on 23.9 
59. Black-headed gull – seen on 6 days 
60. Common gull – seen on 6 days 
61. Lesser black-backed gull – two adult Baltic gulls on 24.9, 1 at Cape Põõsaspea and 1 at Dirhami harbour. 
62. Herring gull – seen on 6 days 
63. Great Black-backed gull – seen on 5 days 
64. Sandwich tern – at least 4 birds near Kuressaare on 25.9 
65. Feral pigeon – seen on 5 days 
66. Wood pigeon – seen on 8 days 
67. Stock pigeon – seen on 2 days, 3 migrating at Sõrve peninsula on 26.9, 1 en route on 27.9 
68. Collared dove – 1 at Haapsalu on 24.9, seen only by 2 participants. 
69. Grey-headed woodpeckers – two males showing well at Soometsa forests on 29.9 
70. Black woodpecker – seen on 5 days with at least 8 different individuals including one female in the hand at Kabli 
bird station on 28.9 
71. Great Spotted woodpecker – seen on 6 days, small movement with 9 migrating birds at Puise peninsula on 23.9 
72. Wood lark – seen on 4 days: 18 migrating at Puise peninsula on 23.9 and 8 birds at Sõrve peninsula on 26.9 
73. Skylark – seen on 5 days 
74. Barn swallow – seen on 5 days, surprisingly uncommon this autumn with less than 10 birds per day. 
75. Tree pipit – seen or heard on 4 days at Puise peninsula and Sõrve. 
76. Meadow pipit – seen on 5 days 
77. Richard´s pipit – a national rarity heard and seen at close range at Sõrve peninsula on 26.9 
78. Yellow wagtail – seen on 3 days in small numbers 
79. White wagtail – seen on 6 days 
80. Wren – seen or heard on 6 days 
81. Dunnock – seen or heard on 4 days 
82. Robin – seen or heard on 6 days 
83. Common redstart – seen only on 26.9 at Sõrve area where 4 different individuals has been recorded. 
84. Whinchat – a fairly late record of 2 birds at Sõrve peninsula on 26.9 
85. Wheatear – seen on 6 days. Amazing downfall of whetaears at Sõrve area on 26.9 then at least 100 birds were 
seen, often in a groups of dozen or more. 
86. Blackbird – seen or heard on 5 days 
87. Fieldfare – seen on 2 days 
88. Song thrush – seen on 2 days 
89. Redwing – one migrating at Soometsa forests on 29.9 
90. Mistle thrush – seen on 4 days 
91. Blackcap – recorded on 2 days, only 1 female type bird seen at Põõsaspea area on 24.9 
92. Lesser whitethroat – only 1 bird seen at Põõsaspea area on 25.9 
93. Chiffchaff – seen on 6 days 
94. Willow warbler – seen or heard on 2 days 
95. Yellow-browed warbler – a single bird at Haeska on 25.9 
96. Goldcrest – seen on 6 days 
97. Spotted flycatcher – seen on 2 days, 1 at Põõsaspea on 24.9, 1 at Puise peninsula on 25.9 
98. Bearded tit – heard only in the reedbeed between Muhu island and Saaremaa 
99. Long-tailed tit – seen only on 2 days, a group of 6-7 at Nedrema wooded meadow on 27.9, a flock of 10 at 
Soometsa forests 28.9. All from white-headed caudatus race.  
100. Marsh tit – seen on 5 days 
101. Willow tit – seen on 5 days 
102. Crested tit – seen on 2 days  
103. Coal tit – seen on 5 days 
104. Blue tit – seen on 6 days 
105. Great tit – seen on 6 days 
106. Nuthatch – seen on 3 days 
107. Treeceeper – seen on 4 days 
108. Great grey shrike – seen on 2 days: 1 near Dirhami harbour on 24.9, 1 at Sõrve peninsula on 26.9 
109. Eurasian jay – seen on 7 days 
110. Magpie – seen on 6 days 
111. Nutcracker – seen on 4 days 



 
 

112. Jackdaw – seen on 6 days 
113. Rook – seen on 4 days 
114. Hooded crow – seen on 7 days 
115. Raven – seen on 7 days 
116. Starling – seen on 7 days 
117. House sparrow – seen on 3 days 
118. Chaffinch – seen on 8 days, impressive 100 000 birds migrating in few hours at Sõrve peninsula on 27.9 
119. Brambling – seen or heard on 3 days, seen only at Sõrve peninsula on 27.9 
120. Greenfinch – seen on 4 days 
121. Goldfinch – seen on 5 days 
122. Siskin – seen on 6 days 
123. Linnet – seen on 5 days 
124. Redpoll – heard on 2 days 
125. Common crossbill – recorded on 3 days, good views of a pair on a tree top at Nedrema wooded meadow on 27.9 
126. Parrot crossbill – a single female seen briefly on a tree-top at cape Põõsaspea on 24.9 
127. Hawfinch – seen on 3 days 
128. Yellowhammer – seen on 7 days 
129. Reed bunting seen on 4 days, one from the hand at Kabli bird station on 28.9 
 
Mammals: 
1. Red squirrel 
2. Red fox 
3. Grey seal 
4. Roe deer 
5. Raccoon dog  
 
Butterflies: 
1. Peacock 
2. Red admiral 
3. Large white 
4. Brimstone 
5. Small tortoiseshell 
6. Camberwell beauty 
 
Dragonflies: 
1. Migrant hawker 
2. Black darter 
3. Common darter 
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Immature white-tailed eagle © Barrie Cooper 
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White-fronted geese © Barrie Cooper 
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