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Tour Leader:   Neil Anderson   Naturetrek 

    Tarvo Valker   Local Guide 

 

Participants:   Thea Cockcroft 

    Jane Bett 

    Ann Ruel 

    Annette Walker 

    Richard Jones 

    Eve Corder 

    Elfrida Heath 

    Robin Harrison 

    Andy Badley 

    Kate Wood 

    David Blatherwick 

    Clare Blatherwick 

    Holly Anderson 

Introduction 

Estonia in May is an ideal time to witness the vast migrations of wildfowl and waders to their northerly breeding 

grounds yet at the same time enable us to enjoy the numerous summer visitors and resident species. This Baltic 

state is largely unspoilt with a low population which is mostly based in the cities leaving large tracts of wilderness 

in the form of forests and extensive wetland habitats and coastal meadows.  

 

To enable us to make the most of Estonia's wildlife diversity we had three different bases during the tour; 

Haapsalu on the west coast was our first base after which we headed south-east along the coast to Parnu and 

finally travelling across the interior of Estonia to Tartu in the south-east. 

Day 1 Sunday 13th May 

London to Tallinn to Haapsalu 

Weather: sunny 

We departed Stansted in sunshine. The weather remained fine as we landed in the capital some two hours 25 

minutes later and met our local guide Tarvo. Having loaded our bus with our luggage we embarked on a 1.5hour 

journey to the excellent Promenaadi Hotel on the water front at Haapsalu, Several Hooded Crows were noted 

along the route. 

 

As we had our evening meal we were able to see Arctic Terns and Goosander outside and discussed our plans 

for the coming days. 



Estonia in Spring  Tour Report 

 

 

2  © Naturetrek     July 12 
 

Day 2 Monday 14th May 

Matsalu National Park 

Weather: sunny, fresh wind 

Today we were going to explore parts of Matsalu National Park with its extensive wetland habitats. Our first stop 

was along a road at Eramaa with a pool and some woodland. A pair of Garganey was present on the pool and a 

variety of birds were singing from the trees including Garden and Icterine Warblers as well as a Thrush 

Nightingale which eventually yielded decent views. Several Fieldfares with nests were also observed. Some 

attractive wild flowers here included the yellow flowered Anemone ranunculoides (common in the west), large white 

flowered A. sylvestris, Tulipa sylvestris (not native) in bud and some pink Corydalis solida found by Annette.  

 

As we drove on to Pogani coastal meadows we had some superb views of a male Montagu's Harrier hunting and 

the first of many White Storks. At our view point we saw large numbers of Barnacle Geese, a variety of waders 

and Ann spotted the first White-tailed Eagle. We did see an adult pair and an immature bird. A male Red-backed 

Shrike and a pair of Whinchats were spotted as we continued to our lunch spot at Tuuliku Talu and the Haeska 

Tower. Here we had a solitary Whooper Swan, Whimbrel and a singing Lesser Whitethroat. At lunch we had to 

hold onto our paper plates as the wind blew a gale. 

 

At Martna fields some of us ascended the tower where we had our first Lesser-spotted Eagle and a couple of 

White-tailed Eagles, a distant Hobby, a couple of Common Cranes landing and on the ground a Fox which had a 

thick coat compared to the ones we see at home. A Swallowtail briefly alighted giving some good views. Our 

final stop was by some farmland at Suure-Lahtru where some Yellowhammers and a Tree Sparrow made 

themselves evident. Tarvo heard an Ortolan Bunting - our target species - which I spotted on the wire above us.  

 

We finished our day with our dinner at a nearby manor house owned by a former ambassador where we were 

regaled to an in depth history of both the building and Estonian history. Some of us saw a Woodcock flying as 

we exited the house. 

Day 3 Tuesday 15th May 

Poosaspea, Haapsalu, Matsualu 

Weather: sunny 

A calmer, sunny day we headed to Poosaspea Peninsula to do some seawatching. Here we saw good numbers of 

Long-tailed Duck, Eider, Goldeneye, small numbers of Common and Velvet Scoters, 3 species of diver and a 

Hobby over our heads. Andy found a Wheatear on the rocks while Jane and Annette had been looking at some 

Pasque Flowers (not the same species that occurs in the UK) flowering beside the path.  

 

Following our coffee break we walked along the road through the woods where we saw several Siskins and saw 

some distinctive Hepatica nobilis in flower as well as more familiar flowers such as Wood Sorrel and Spring 

Vetchling. A further woodland walk revealed the presence of elusive Wood Warbler and Red-breasted 

Flycatcher. 
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Visiting Sutlepa wetlands we could hear booming Bitterns, Great Reed Warblers and from the tower we could 

see nesting Red-necked Grebes, Black Terns and many Little Gulls. The warmth brought out Brimstones, Map 

Butterfly, Wood White and a teneral Downy Emerald. 

 

Lunch was taken at the waterside Kuursaal Restaurant. Following lunch we had a siesta before finding a Spotted 

Flycatcher in front of our hotel and visiting the exquisite breeding plumaged Slavonian Grebes on the lake 

nearby. 

 

Late afternoon we drove to Lihula for a boat trip through the Matsalu reedbeds. This was a largely enjoyable 

venture though not without its perils of low hanging boughs and an abrupt stop which we managed to escape 

(just!) unscathed. Highlights included the sound of Savi's Warbler, Common Rosefinch singing and showing well, 

Ruff flying over and pretty close encounters with some Beavers. As we returned to our hotel we stopped to see 

seven distant Moose, a Roe Deer and c130 Cranes flying in. A fine end to the day! 

Day 4 Wednesday 16th May 

Variku, Parnu 

Weather: overcast but improving 

An overcast day with sunny spells developing we had an early start to visit Variku and having breakfast in the 

field. The reason for the early start was to observe the lek of Black Grouse here. As we drove to the lek a female 

Capercaillie flew in front of our bus and some of us had brief views of a Hazel Grouse in the wood. Tarvo tried 

to lure it out into the open by tape luring. We heard it call but it stayed hidden. At the lek we saw c25 Black 

Grouse with some of them displaying as well as birds sitting in trees. Two male and a female Montagu's Harriers 

also present were a great distraction. One of the males chased a Merlin and another was seen carrying a small 

rodent in his talons.  

 

Following this we had a stop at Koluvere. Several Fieldfares were breeding and we witnessed a big bust-up 

between two pairs. A very obliging Wryneck was calling in a tree above us giving superb views. Near by Annette 

spotted a White-backed Woodpecker at the base of a telegraph pole which most of us had good scope views of. 

Many of the group took photos of a nesting pair of White Storks on the tower. 

 

Before lunch some of us explored the church yard at Kullamaa and we then had our meal at Parli Pubi in the 

town. Tuhu Bog was fairly quiet for birds with singing Meadow Pipits, a Hobby and a Crane but despite the 

slightly rickety boardwalk we found some fascinating plants such as Round-leaved Sundew, Bogbean and Bog 

Rosemary. Several Green Hairstreaks, Four-spotted Chasers and a Raft Spider gave some added interest, while 

Richard had adopted a hitch-hiker in the form of a metallic looking Rose Chafer. We then had a drive to our 

next hotel - Wesset Villa - in Parnu. 

Day 5 Thursday 17th May 

Soometsa. Haademeeste, Kabli 

Weather: windy, overcast and rain later 
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A rather damp grey day we visited Soometsa Forest. We had a walk along the road where birds were easier to 

hear than see in the Norway Spruce and Scots Pine. A few people (not me) glimpsed a Golden Oriole, all saw 

four Common Crossbills and a couple of Grey-headed Woodpeckers gave us a run around, frequently calling and 

giving brief views. 

 

Following lunch back at our hotel we visited the coastal wetland at Kabli. From the tower hide we saw 3 Great 

White Egrets in flight and a variety of waders.  A Wheatear nicely posed on a mound. Quite a few Bird's-eye 

Primroses were flowering in the wet meadow and a soundscape was provided by raucous Great Reed Warblers 

and Marsh Frogs. An insalubrious dump offered up our target species - Citrine Wagtail, where we saw at least 

two birds flitting about giving some good views as they caught insects. Marsh Harriers hunted over the nearby 

reeds and another Hobby - a bird we managed to find daily. 

 

During the afternoon we visited a small park where most of the group had views of Marsh Tit, brief flight views 

of 2 Serins chasing each other and some of us eventually obtained a reasonable sighting of an elusive Icterine 

Warbler. A couple of the group saw Pied Flycatcher here too. 

 

Following dinner we headed back to Soometsa Forest to look for Nightjars. Sadly the weather deteriorated with 

steady rain and after a while we abandoned this. A few hardier members of the group did get roding Woodcock 

and good views of a perched Cuckoo (a constant woodland companion). 

 

Day 6 Friday 18th May 

Soomaa, Karevere 

Weather: sunny 

A warmer day with sunny spells was appreciated by the group. In the wood we saw a drumming Snipe in an open 

clearing which Robin and Holly saw perched in a tree to their amazement. Jean saw what was probably a Lynx 

cross the path ahead of her (good location and difficult to think what else it could have been from her 

description).  

 

A visit to a grand park with manor house provided good views of a pair of Pied Flycatchers at a nest box as well 

as Spotted and a female Red-breasted Flycatcher. Those who had previously missed out on seeing an Icterine 

Warbler caught up with it here with a lot of effort. We also watched a pair of Nuthatches visiting their nest hole. 

 

At Soomaa we found a Hazel Grouse which only a few saw perched briefly in a birch. Wood Warblers were also 

calling here and there was a good display of Globe Flowers along the verge and Marsh Marigolds were 

everywhere where there was sufficient moisture. 

 

This was the day of travelling across the interior of Estonia south-eastwards to the city of Tartu. The countryside 

changed from untamed wilderness to a more agricultural landscape. Arriving at the Hansahotel in Tartu the 

group had free time to rest or explore this university town with some fine architecture. The hotel has an 

attractive outside eating/drinking area with even an outdoor theatre.  
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Following dinner we had an evening trip to Karavere to see lekking Great Snipe. Despite a large audience to 

observe them (including a film maker dressed in a mobile tent looking quite surreal) the birds were not obliging, 

though several Common Snipe were drumming and we also saw an Osprey, Hobby and a pair of Whooper 

Swans flying over. We tried one further site for owls but sadly nothing new. 

Day 7 Saturday 19th May 

Alam-Pedja wetlands, Ilmatsalu 

Weather: warm and sunny 

A short woodland walk in Jarveselja Forest gave us good views (with some effort) of a pair of northern race 

Bullfinch feeding on Salix buds. Willow Tit, Crossbill and Wood Warbler were also noted here. 

 

In the warm, sunny conditions we made a visit to the Alam-Pedja Marshes. This site was aloud with the sounds 

of croaking Marsh Frogs, Great Reed and Sedge Warblers as well as a booming Bittern. Marsh Harriers and 

Hobby were seen but a raptor initially seen high came much lower and towards us giving excellent views of our 

first (and only) Honey Buzzard of the trip. Further excitement was generated by two male Citrine Wagtails in 

bushes near the path. A few of us saw a Red-necked Grebe before it disappeared into the reeds. The warm 

sunshine was conducive to insect life and we saw several Swallowtails, Orange Tips and Four-spotted Chasers 

amongst others.  

 

It was difficult to tear ourselves away from this superb spot but we had to continue to Ilmatsalu to some disused 

fish ponds, where we saw a pair of Little Ringed Plovers on the mud. Lots of willow scrub lined the track and 

was full of bird song with Common Rosefinch, Thrush Nightingale and Great Reed Warblers.  A Whooper Swan 

was present on the relatively birdless lake but excitement was generated when we could hear Penduline Tit 

calling. In fact we discovered there was a pair visiting the distinctive nest in a willow and many of us had good 

views. Further birds were located farther up the path by the viewing tower. Again this was a good site for 

butterflies and amongst the less familiar species were several Map Butterflies. These are unique amongst 

European species in having spring and summer broods that appear totally different in appearance. 

 

Returning to Tartu we then chilled with a drink outside in Tartu. At our final dinner back at Hansa hotel we all 

reminisced over our highlights of the previous week and we all agreed it had been an excellent week's birding as 

well as experiencing Estonia itself. .  

Day 8 Sunday 20th May 

Tartu to Tallinn 

Weather: warm and sunny 

The group were indulged in a lie-in this morning which was appreciated after some long days. We left our Tartu 

hotel at 9am in warm sunshine. From the bus some of us saw a Lesser-spotted Eagle perched on a bush, 

Buzzards and many White Storks. A coffee stop some 40km from Tallinn produced an obliging male Redstart on 

the telegraph wire and 3 Hobbies hunting the skies above us.  
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Driving into Tallinn we then walked to our lunch stop at Kuldse Notsu Korts. Some of the group decided to 

look around the nearby shops and buildings and returned to our bus by a cab while the remainder of the group 

explored parts of the old town on a guided tour and learned more about the history of some of the buildings, 

Tallinn, and indeed Estonia itself.  

 

After the completion of our city tour it was time to head for the airport. Here we said goodbye and gave our 

thanks to Tarvo for finding many good birds and our driver who had been excellent all week. At Stansted we all 

said our farewells and headed tour respective homes. 

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. 

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.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Naturetrek-Wildlife-Holidays/9765181485
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Species List 

Plants of note 

Globe Flower  Trollius europaeus Pasque Flower  Pulsatilla pratensis 

Bird'seye Primrose  Primula farinosa Cowslip  Primula veris 

Corydalis solida Yellow Wood Anemone  Anemone ranunculoides 

Snowdrop Anemone  Anemone sylvestris Hepatica  Hepatica nobilis 

Spring Vetchling  Lathyrus vernus Bogbean  Menyanthes trifoliata 

Bog Rosemary  Andromeda polifolia  

Birds (H = Heard Only) 

Mute Swan  Cygnus olor Whooper Swan  Cygnus cygnus 

Whitefront  .Anser albifrons Greylag  Anser anser 

Barnacle Goose  Branta leucopsis Shelduck  Tadorna tadorna 

Wigeon,  Anas penelope Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos 

Gadwall  Anas strepera Shoveler  Anas clypeata 

Teal  Anas crecca Garganey  Anas querquedula 

Pochard  Aythya farina Tufted Duck  Aythya fuligula 

Scaup  Aythya marila Eider  Somateria mollissima 

Long-tailed Duck Clangula hyemalis Common Scoter  Melanitta nigra 

Velvet Scoter  Melanitta fusca Goldeneye  Bucephala clangula 

Red-breasted Merganser  Mergus serrator Goosander  Mergus merganser 

Black Grouse  Tetrao tetrix Capercaillie  Tetrao urogallus 

Hazel Grouse Tetrastes bonasia Red-throated Diver  Gavia stellata 

Black- throated Diver  Gavia arctica Great Northern Diver  Gavia immer 

Slavonian Grebe  Podiceps auritus Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps cristatus 

Red- necked Grebe  Podiceps auritus Cormorant  Phalocrocorax carbo 

Bittern  Botaurus stellaris (H) Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea 

Great White Egret  Ardea alba White Stork  Ciconia ciconia 

Montagu's Harrier  Circus pygargus Marsh Harrier  Circus aeruginosus 

Hen Harrier  Circus cyaneus Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus 

Honey Buzzard  Pernis apivorus Buzzard  Buteo buteo 

White-tailed Eagle  Haliaeetus albicilla Lesser Spotted Eagle  Aquila pomarina 

Osprey  Pandion haliaetus Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus 

Hobby  Falco subbuteo Merlin  Falco columbarius 

Corncrake  Crex crex (H) Water Rail  Rallus aquaticus (H) 

Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus Coot  Fulica atra 

Crane  Grus grus Oystercatcher  Haematopus ostralegus 

Avocet  Recurvirosta avocetta  Little Ringed Plover  Charadrius dubius 

Ringed Plover  Charadrius hiaticula Golden Plover  Pluvialis apricaria 

Grey Plover  Pluvialis squatarola Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus 

Dunlin  Calidris alpina Ruff  Philomachus pugnax 

Bar-tailed Godwit  Limosa lapponica Black-tailed Godwit  Limosa limosa 

Whimbrel  Numenius phaepus Curlew  Numenius arquata 

Redshank  Tringa totanus Wood Sandpiper  Tringa glareola 

Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos Woodcock  Scolopax rusticola 

Snipe  Gallinago gallinago Little Gull  Hydroloeus minutus 
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Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus Herring Gull  Larus argentatus 

Greater Black-backed Gull  Larus marinus Caspian Tern  Hydroprogne caspia 

Sandwich Tern  Sterna sandvicensis Arctic Tern  Sterna paradisaea 

Common Tern  Sterna hirundo Little Tern  Sterna albifrons 

Black Tern  Chilodonias niger Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus 

Stock Dove  Columba oenas Feral Pigeon  Columba livia 

Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto Cuckoo  Cuculus canorus 

Swift  Apus apus Wryneck  Jynx torquilla 

Grey-headed Woodpecker  Picus canus White-backed Woodpecker  Dendrocopus leucotos 

Skylark  Alauda arvensis Sand Martin  Riparia riparia 

Swallow Hirundo rustica House Martin  Delichon urbica 

Tree Pipit  Anthus trivialis Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis 

White Wagtail  Motacilla alba Blue-headed Wagtail  Motacilla flava 

Citrine Wagtail  Motacilla citreola Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes 

Dunnock  Prunella modularis Robin  Erithacus rubecula 

Thrush Nightingale  Luscinia luscinia Redstart  Phoenicurus phoenicurus 

Whinchat  Saxicola rubetra Northern Wheatear  Oenanthe oenanthe 

Blackbird  Turdus merula Fieldfare  Turdus pilaris 

Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos Mistle Thrush  Turdus viscivorus 

Savi's Warbler  Locustella luscinioides Grasshopper Warbler  Locustella naevia (H) 

Great Reed Warbler  Acrocephalus arundinaceus  Sedge Warbler  Acrocephalus schoenobaenus 

Marsh Warbler  Acrocephalus palustris (H) Reed Warbler  Acrocephalus scirpaceus 

Icterine Warbler  Hippolais icterina Garden Warbler  Sylvia borin 

Lesser Whitethroat  Sylvia curruca Whitethroat  Sylvia communis 

Blackcap  Sylvia atricapilla Barred Warbler  Sylvia nisoria (H) 

Wood Warbler  Phylloscopus sibilatrix Willow Warbler  Phylloscopus trochilus 

Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita Goldcrest  Regulus regulus 

Pied Flycatcher  Ficedula hypoleuca Spotted Flycatcher  Musciapa striata 

Red-breasted Flycatcher  Ficedula parva Penduline Tit  Remiz pendulinus 

Marsh Tit  Poecile palustris Willow Tit  Poecile montanus 

Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus Great Tit  Parus major 

Nuthatch  Sitta europaea Treecreeper  Certhia familiaris 

Red-backed Shrike  Lanius collurio Starling  Sturnus vulgaris 

Golden Oriole  Oriolus oriolus Jay  Garrulus glandarius 

Magpie  Pica pica Raven  Corvus corax 

Jackdaw  Corvus monedula Hooded Crow  Corvus cornix 

Rook  Corvus frugilegus Tree Sparrow  Passer montanus 

House Sparrow  Passer domesticus Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs 

Serin  Serinus serinus Siskin  Carduelis spinus 

Greenfinch  Carduelis chloris Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis 

Linnet  Carduelis cannabina Bullfinch  Pyrrhula pyrrhula 

Hawfinch  Coccothraustes coccothraustes  Common Rosefinch  Carpodacus erythrinus 

Crossbill  Loxia curvirostra Yellowhammer  Emberiza citronella 

Ortolan Bunting  Emberiza hortulana Reed Bunting  Emberiza schoeniclus 
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Butterflies 

Green-veined White  Pieris napi Wood White  Leptidea sinapis 

Orange Tip  Anthocharis cardamines Brimstone  Gonepteryx rhamni 

Green Hairstreak  Callophrys rubi Holly Blue  Celastrina argiolus 

Small Tortoiseshell  Aglais urticae Peacock  Inachis io 

Map Butterfly  Araschnia levana Swallowtail  Papilio machaon 

Mammals 

Brown Hare  Lepus europaeus Mountain Hare  Lepus timidus 

European Beaver  Castor fiber Red Fox  Vulpes vulpes 

Lynx  Lynx lynx Pine Marten  Martes martes 

American Mink  Mustela vison Moose  Alces alces 

Roe Deer  Capreolus capreolus   

Reptiles & Amphibians 

Grass Snake  Natrix natrix Common Frog  Rana temporaria 

Marsh/Edible Frog  Pelophylax sp (H)  

Dragonflies 

Downy Emerald  Cordulia aenea Four-spotted Chaser  Libellula quadrimaculata 

Blue-tailed Damselfly  Ischnura elegans Banded Demoiselle  Calopteryx splendens 

 


