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Tour participants: Terry Goble (leader) and Mati Kose (local guide) with nine Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

The primary target of this tour is the Steller’s Eiders that congregate off Saaremma Island each winter. However, 

there is a lot more to enjoy beside this delightful sea duck. The highlight for some was a sighting of European 

Beaver, but other highlights included fantastic views of all three major grouse species and an excellent selection 

of woodpeckers. Although this is a short trip, it is packed with wildlife and we even had time to squeeze in a little 

cultural experience. The village lunch was well received in an authentic setting with delicious food. Whilst on 

previous tours many of our primary target species have been seen, on this trip we were only able to have very 

good views of a solitary Steller’s Eider. The group had lots of other great sightings: flocks of Cranes overhead; 

roadside nesting White Storks; delightful white-headed Long-tailed Tits, and the highly elusive Hazel Grouse 

standing in glorious sunshine a few feet from the minibus out in the open. What made this tour even more 

special was the relaxed and light-hearted nature of the group, which made the wildlife watching fun as well as 

hugely enjoyable. 

Day 1 Friday 7th April 

Gatwick to Tallinn via Riga 

Most of the group met up in Tallinn, while Terry and two others flew from Gatwick. The flight landed on time 

and we met the rest of the group and Mati, our local guide. The leaders then went off to collect the minibuses 

for the trip whilst the group relaxed over teas and coffees. After a few minutes we managed to load the buses 

and get under way. The sky was overcast, there was a light drizzle and it was a cool afternoon/evening. 

 

The drive to our accommodation was just under two hours. En route it was a little quiet for wildlife, but we did 

spot a few White Storks on their nests and feeding in a field. There were plenty of common birds such as 

Hooded Crow, Magpie, Blackbird and Yellowhammer. We managed to find a few Common Cranes and a pair in 

a field gave good views. Nearby was a flock of Wood Pigeons with a Stock Dove among them. A few Lapwings 

were also seen, and people in the front bus saw a Raven. 

 

We arrived a little after 7pm and settled into our rooms prior to meeting for dinner at 8pm. Some of the group 

had been for walks around the woodland lodges and the coast. They reported back sightings of Crossbill and at 

the coast Goldeneye and Red-breasted Merganser. After a tasty meal we discussed the plans for the next day and 

decided on a short evening drive to try for Pygmy and Ural Owls. 

 

After a five-minute drive we got out of the minibus and listened for Pygmy Owl. Initially one was responsive and 

we heard it call, but it then fell silent and we did not hear it again. The other forest sounds included ‘drumming’ 

Common Snipe, calling Woodcock and our first mammal - the eerie sounds of Red Fox screeching. We drove on 

a few more kilometres and tried for Ural Owl, but no response was forthcoming so we decided to bring to an 

end an enjoyable but tiring day, drove back to our lodges and said goodnight. 
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Day 2 Saturday 8th April 

Nõva Forest; Variku; Põõsaspea; Saaremma Island and Vilsandi National Park 

Today we had an early start, meeting at reception at 6am to explore the surrounding forest and marshland. We 

first drove slowly down a Nõva Forest track, scanning for Capercaillie; unfortunately we were unable to find one 

this morning. We then turned off to a marshy area (Variku), where we had a run of mammal species including 

Red Fox, Roe Deer and a cracking sighting of about 20 Wild Boar. A little further on and we were watching 

lekking Black Grouse amongst more common woodland and arable species. We located some of the Black 

Grouse high in willow and birch trees, but most flew in to the lekking site and we watched as a few males 

sparred, showing off the white tail feathers and scarlet red skin above their eyes. A large flock of Common 

Cranes descended into the field and settled with the other Crane that was there. The sounds were lovely to hear 

with Lapwings calling, Cranes trumpeting and Black Grouse ‘bubbling’. 

 

We then went to a nearby picnic site to eat our breakfast. We saw and heard Crested Tit and Great Spotted 

Woodpecker, whilst out on the water we watched some smart Smew and Goldeneye. We then drove down to a 

spit (Põõsaspea) to watch sea ducks and other seabirds. En route a Black Woodpecker was a nice find. The spit 

proved to be a great site with many Long-tailed Ducks and Common and Velvet Scoters giving excellent views. 

We eventually returned to Roosta to have lunch and prepare for our journey to Saaremma Island. 

 

After lunch we packed up and set off on a two-hour drive to Saaremma Harbour. We didn’t have much spare 

time, but did manage one stop at a lake just before the ferry terminal where we spotted Greater Scaup and Red-

necked Grebe amongst more common wildfowl.  

 

We arrived at Saaremma Harbour with not much time to spare and promptly checked in for the ferry. We had a 

little time as the ferry arrived and so did some sea watching. In the distance we could make out the unmistakable 

profiles of at least four White-tailed Eagles, who were harrying the wildfowl. Out on the sea there were many 

Common and a few Velvet Scoters, Long-tailed Duck, Red and Black-throated Divers and a selection of gulls. 

The ferry crossing was about 30 minutes over the Suur Vain Straight. Just after disembarking we stopped on 

Muhu Causeway. Here we encountered three species of swan and at one point had Tundra (previously called 

Bewick’s), Whooper and Mute Swans all together to make comparisons easy. There were a number of other 

ducks, predominately Tufted, but Gadwall, Widgeon and Pintail were also seen. A female Marsh Harrier was a 

nice bonus quartering the reed beds. 

 

We were soon underway again, heading for Mustajala Harbour (Saaremaa Sadam Port). Here we had some 

excellent seabirds including our first sighting of the beautiful Steller’s Eider, with a supporting cast of Baltic Gull, 

Goosander, Red-breasted Merganser and a few other, now regular, species. As we were leaving, a Grey Seal 

showed well to add to our mammal count.  

 

We drove on for about another 30 minutes before arriving at our accommodation, Loona Manor. Here we 

settled in quickly and a few went out for a stroll, seeing Northern Wheatear and many Bullfinches. We then met 

again at 7.45pm to undertake the first checklist of the trip and enjoy a lovely meal of local dishes before retiring 

to bed after a full and enjoyable day. 
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Day 3 Sunday 9th April 

Exploring Saaremaa Island; ferry back to mainland; drive to Kosmonautica 

We had the luxury of a relatively late breakfast at Loona Manor, except for those that ventured out on a misty 

morning for a walk in the vicinity of the Manor. There were many Roe Deer around and the dawn chorus 

consisted mainly of Blackbird, Song Thrush, Robin and later Chaffinch. We saw a few Cranes and watched a 

mating pair, and saw a large flock of Fieldfare amongst other common arable and woodland birds.  

 

After breakfast we set out to explore the coast in search of Steller’s Eider. First we drove along the coast at 

Undva. There were a variety of coastal birds including Merganser, Goldeneye and an adult White-tailed Eagle 

that gave close views, whilst on land, mixed flocks of finches included Brambling and Siskin along with 

numerous Chaffinches. We had an enjoyable hour here but there were no Steller’s Eider, so we drove on to 

Veere Harbour where there were only a few common gulls around, so we did not stay long. We then drove back 

to Mustajala (Saaremaa) Harbour, where we had previously seen one Steller’s Eider. Again we were to be unlucky 

as there were no Steller’s Eiders around: it appeared that they may have left their wintering grounds early this 

year. There were many handsome Long-tailed Ducks and we spent a little time photographing these. It was soon 

time to return for lunch and pack the vehicles. We did have one last stop at Karujarve Lake. The lake was quite 

productive as we saw Marsh Harrier, Goosander and Whooper Swan. We heard a calling Black Woodpecker but 

were unable to locate it. As we were leaving, we saw Willow Tit and Treecreeper on the same Scot’s Pine, and a 

delightful purple Liverwort flower (Hepatica nobilis). It was now time to return to Loona Manor, where some 

birding in the grounds produced many Bullfinches and a Northern Wheatear. We sat down to enjoy a lovely 

home-cooked local dish (Pork Rosti) before beginning our journey back to the mainland and our next 

destination. 

 

We packed up the vehicles and set off to Kuvastu Ferry Harbour. Time was tight so we only managed one brief 

stop at the causeway to Muhu where we saw Tundra Swan and many other wildfowl. A Common Tern was new 

for the trip and probably only recently arrived. White-tailed Eagles we also very much appreciated as they 

wheeled over the water. 

 

We then boarded the Ferry to the mainland and enjoyed some sea-watching in cool, but sunny conditions. We 

saw some Sandwich and Common Terns, distant Black-throated Divers, large numbers of Long-tailed Ducks 

and a Velvet Scoter close in, before it was time to board the minibuses again. 

 

We disembarked and drove in the direction of Parnu, stopping briefly to watch a pair of White-tailed Eagles. We 

then had a longer stop at Adru Polder. Here we saw a variety of birds including White-tailed Eagle, Teal, Coot, 

Great Crested Grebe, Smew and a variety of geese including White-fronted Goose, Tundra Bean Goose and 

Barnacle Geese. On the way out we had good views of a Great Grey Shrike and a towering Common Snipe. 

 

We then pressed on until we turned off at Reu Lake, where we finally caught up with some breeding pairs of 

Red-necked Grebes, resplendent in their breeding plumage. We watched and photographed them for a while, 

watching and listening to their breeding behaviour. A lovely fifteen minutes was spent with these delightful 

grebes. 

 



Estonia in Early Spring  Tour Report 

 

 

4  © Naturetrek     April 17 
 

We finally arrived at Kosmonautica just before 7pm and settled into our rooms before meeting up again for 

dinner. After dinner we went out on a night drive, exploring back roads and tracks around nearby woodlands, 

primarily looking for owls. We saw roding Woodcock, but unfortunately no owls were responding or active this 

evening. We returned to our cabins after a long day and retired to get ready for an attempt at seeing Capercaillie 

in the morning. 

Day 4 Monday 10th April 

Soomesta Forests and Luitemaa Nature Reserve 

We had an early start, meeting at 6am and taking our pre-prepared breakfasts with us. We wanted to have the 

best chance for grouse, which require an early start. However, our first stop in the Laikssaare Woods produced 

some fine sightings of woodpeckers, with four species either showing well or drumming. A pair of the crow-

sized Black Woodpeckers is always a delight to see, and a female Grey-headed Woodpecker in the same tree 

made for a special sighting. Overhead, a Great Spotted Woodpecker flew and called and later drummed regularly. 

A distant Lesser Spotted Woodpecker was also heard at the same stop.  

 

We drove around some tracks and forest roads, and a stop to search for woodpeckers gave us our first sighting 

of Capercaillie as a male strutted out in the open down a forest track. Simultaneously, a Roe Deer emerged from 

the woods and stared down at us. We had lovely telescope views of the Capercaillie before it walked behind a 

fallen tree and disappeared back into the woods. To celebrate, we stopped to enjoy our breakfast consisting of 

delicious buckwheat and coffee. Buoyed by our success, we went in search of Hazel Grouse, Nutcracker and 

more woodpeckers in Soometsa Forest. En route a black shape caught Carol’s eye in a roadside stream. We were 

amazed when we reversed for a closer look and realised that it was a European Beaver, feeding on birch in the 

water. We watched it for a few minutes before it swam back to its lodge and disappeared. This was turning into 

an excellent morning! 

 

The day continued in the same vein as we later watched a second male Capercaillie fly up into a spruce tree and 

we were able to watch it as it fanned out its tail and adopted its typical pose before flying back down but deeper 

into the woods and out of sight. Perhaps more unusual was the sight of two Hazelhens sunning themselves out 

in the open right next to the road. This is often a highly elusive species and Mati’s excitement told you this was a 

very rare event. Everyone had great views of these rarely seen grouse and we even managed a few photographs 

before they flew back into cover. 

 

By now the sun was out and the day was turning warm as we left the forest to go to the village of Hààdemeeste, 

where the ladies of the village prepared a delicious lunch for us. We relaxed and enjoyed the home cooked food 

and managed a little shopping for some of the excellent knitted gloves and hats on display. Around the village 

there were a few butterflies encouraged on the wing by the sunny conditions and we saw Brimstone, Small 

Tortoiseshell and Peacock. We tried nearby for a few more woodpeckers, but on this occasion they eluded us. 

We then decided to try for a few coastal and wetland birds.  

 

We drove to a nearby wetland and coastal area and on arrival enjoyed a sighting of Bearded Reedling, despite the 

windy conditions. Out on the water there were thousands of geese and ducks, predominately Greater White-

fronted, Greylag, Bean and Barnacle Geese, with numerous Pintail and Wigeon, amongst others. An excited 

outburst came from James and Denis as they both simultaneously saw a Red-breasted Goose. It was sadly missed 
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by the rest of the group, but was a great sighting for those two as it is a smart, handsome goose and a rare sight 

in Estonia. Whilst we searched amongst the geese to try and relocate the Red-breasted Goose, an Osprey put in 

an appearance to the delight of the group. 

 

Our last birding stop was at Pikla Fishponds, which produced a nice variety of waders and wildfowl including a 

handsome male Garganey and a pair of near summer plumaged Black-tailed Godwit. There were also a few 

raptors around with Marsh and Hen Harriers floating over the reedbeds and an adult White-tailed Eagle causing 

panic among the Curlews. A short drive to the coast added little to our sightings tally, so we headed back 

towards Kosmonautica to get ready for dinner. We did drive a little way past our accommodation for a quick 

visit to a bird-ringing station at Kabli. Whilst looking around the facility we also picked up a delightful male 

Black Redstart and Greenfinch. It was now time to head back and enjoy our last dinner together as a group. 

 

We all met in the dining hall about 6.30pm and had drinks and dinner in a pleasant and enjoyable atmosphere. 

The wildlife sightings had been incredible today, and were evident in the excited chatter and humour of the 

group. After dinner we undertook the checklist in a light-hearted mood and reflected on an excellent day. The 

weather however, was quickly deteriorating and we made the decision to abandon the owl trip planned for this 

evening as the wind and rain would mitigate against seeing owls. We agreed to meet for an early breakfast to set 

off early and have a last-ditched attempt at some of the woodpeckers we had not yet seen. As a delightful 

evening came to a close, we wished each other a ‘goodnight’ and retired to our rooms to pack and get some rest 

for an early start.  

Day 5 Tuesday 11th April 

Soomesta Forest; Citrine Wagtail site; Tallinn and flight to London Gatwick 

We enjoyed an early breakfast before driving back to a different area of Soomesta Forest. We tried a few sites for 

woodpeckers without any success, but did see the ‘flying snow ball’ - the ‘white-headed’ Long-tailed Tit. We 

pressed on and at our last attempt we found a spot with several different species of woodpecker including our 

first White-backed Woodpecker and a nice male Grey-headed Woodpecker. Time was limited so we had to move 

on after enjoying the woodpeckers. 

 

We headed to a site where Citrine Wagtail had been seen the week previously. Unfortunately it was not around, 

but several Great Egrets, a male Garganey and male Marsh Harrier made the stop worthwhile. We were soon 

underway again and apart from a comfort stop and a look at a Kestrel, we had a quiet drive back to the airport. 

Some roadside stork nests were also nice to see as we approached Tallinn. 

 

We made the airport in good time and said our farewells to Mati and those who were going to their various 

destinations, whilst the rest made their way to the departures to check-in for our flight back to the UK, where 

another Naturetrek adventure came to an end. 

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and new dates, 

tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
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Species Lists 

Birds (=recorded but not counted; H = heard only) 

      April 

  Common Name Scientific Name 7 8 9 10 11 

1 Red-throated Diver Gavia stellata   1       

2 Black-throated Diver Gavia arctica   2 4     

3 Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus        

4 Red-necked Grebe Podiceps grisegena   1 4     

5 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo     

6 White Stork Ciconia ciconia 4 1 1 1 6 

7 Grey Heron Ardea cinerea       

8 Great Egret Ardea alba     3   20 

9 Mute Swan Cygnus olor     

10 Whooper Swan Cygnus cygnus       

11 Tundra (Bewick's) Swan Cygnus columbianus        

12 Greater White-fronted Goose Anser albifrons      

13 Greylag Goose Anser anser      

14 Tundra Bean Goose Anser serrirostris      

15 Taiga Bean Goose Anser fabalis        1   

16 Canada Goose Branta canadensis   1       

17 Barnacle Goose Branta leucopsis       

18 Red-breasted Goose Branta ruficollis       1   

19 Common Shelduck Tadorna tadorna   4     

20 Eurasian Wigeon Anas penelope   4   

21 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos 2    

22 Gadwall Anas strepera         

23 Northern Pintail Anus acuta   2   

24 Northern Shoveler Anas clypeata        

25 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca   2   

26 Garganey Anas querquedula       4 1 

27 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula        

28 Greater Scaup Aythya marila          

29 Common Eider Somateria mollissima         

30 Steller's Eider Polysticta stelleri   1       

31 Long-tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis         

32 Common Scoter Melanitta nigra         

33 Velvet Scoter Melanitta fusca   10 1     

34 Common Goldeneye Bucephala clangula       

35 Smew Mergus albellus         

36 Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrator       

37 Goosander Mergus merganser      

38 Western Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus   1 1 1 1 

39 Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus     1 1   

40 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus     1     

41 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo 1 1  2   

42 Rough-legged Buzzard * Buteo lagopus     1     

43 White-tailed Eagle Haliaeetus albicilla   4 10 4   

44 Western Osprey Pandion haliaetus       1   

45 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus   1     1 

46 Black Grouse Tetrao tetrix          

47 Hazel Grouse Tetrastes bonasia         4 
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      April 

  Common Name Scientific Name 7 8 9 10 11 

48 Capercaillie Tetrao Urogallus         2 

49 Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus         1 

50 Eurasian Coot Fulica atra       

51 Common Crane Grus grus 3    

52 Eurasian Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus     4 1 4 

53 Common Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula     1     

54 European Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria   4       

55 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus 20      

56 Ruff Philomachus pugnax       2   

57 Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa       2   

58 Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata   H 2  1 

59 Common Redshank Tringa totanus        1 

60 Common Greenshank Tringa nebularia   2       

61 Green Sandpiper Tringa ochropus     4 4   

62 Eurasian Woodcock Scolopax rusticola H       

63 Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago H   1  

64 Black-headed Gull Larus ridibundus     

65 Common Gull Larus canus     

66 European Herring Gull Larus argentatus     

67 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus         

 
Baltic Gull Larus fuscus fuscus   1       

68 Great Black-backed Gull Larus marinus         

69 Sandwich Tern Sterna sandvicensis     2     

70 Common Tern Sterna hirundo     2     

71 Common Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus 10    

72 Stock Dove Columba oenas 1       

73 Rock Dove / Feral Pigeon Columba livia     

74 Eurasian Pygmy Owl Glaucidium passerinum H         

75 Black Woodpecker Dryocopus martius   1 2 2 1 

76 Grey-headed Woodpecker Picus canus       1 1 

77 Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos major   3 H  2 

78 White-backed Woodpecker Dendrocopos leucotos          1 

79 Lesser Spotted Woodpecker Dryobates minor       H H 

80 Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis      

81 White Wagtail Motacilla alba alba     

82 Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes   H   H   

83 Dunnock Prunella modularis       H   

84 European Robin Erithacus rubecula   1     

85 Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros       1   

86 Northern Wheatear Oenanthe oenanthe   1 1 1   

87 Common Blackbird Turdus merula      

88 Fieldfare Turdus pilaris      

89 Redwing Turdus iliacus       1   

90 Song Thrush Turdus philomelos      

91 Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus        

92 Goldcrest Regulus regulus   1 H 2   

93 Bearded (Tit) Reedling Panurus biarmicus       1   

94 Willow Tit Parus montanus   2 1     

95 European Crested Tit Parus cristatus   H       

96 Eurasian Blue Tit Parus caeruleus       

97 Great Tit Parus major   1   
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      April 

  Common Name Scientific Name 7 8 9 10 11 

98 Coal Tit Parus ater       H   

99 Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus       1 1 

100 Eurasian Treecreeper Certhia familiaris   1 1     

101 Great Grey Shrike Lanius excubitor     1     

102 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris      

103 Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius   5 2     

104 Eurasian Magpie Pica pica     

105 Northern Raven Corvus corax     

106 Western Jackdaw Corvus monedula        

107 Hooded Crow Corvus corone cornix     

108 Rook Corvus frugilegus    2     

109 House Sparrow Passer domesticus         

110 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs     

111 Brambling Fringilla montifringilla          

112 Eurasian Siskin Spinus spinus     2   

113 European Greenfinch Carduelis chloris     H 1   

114 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis         

115 Eurasian Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula   13 3  

116 Common Linnet Linaria cannabina       2   

117 Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra         

118 Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella     

119 Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus   1   2   

Butterflies             

1 Brimstone Gonepteryx rhamni      

2 Small Tortoiseshell Aglais urticae         

3 Peacock Aglais io         

Mammals             

1 Red Squirrel Sciurus vulgaris       2   

2 European Beaver Castor fiber       1   

3 Red Fox Vulpes vulpes H 2       

4 Grey Seal Halichoerus prypus   2       

5 Wild Boar Sus scrofa   20       

6 Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus       

Other Taxa             

1 Common Toad Bufu bufo       1   

2 Firebug Pyrrhocoris apterus          

3 Pine Beauty Panolis flammea       1   

Naturetrek Facebook 

We are delighted to launch the Naturetrek Facebook page so that participants of Naturetrek tours can remain in 

touch after the holiday and share photos, comments and future travel plans.  

 

Setting up a personal profile at  www.facebook.com is quick, free and easy. The Naturetrek Facebook page is 

now live; do please pay us a visit!  

http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Naturetrek-Wildlife-Holidays/9765181485

