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                                     The Team                                                                  Frozen Lake Matsalu 
 
TRAVEL –  11th and 16th were spent travelling leaving us four full days for birding.  The nights of the 
11th and 15th were spent at the Ulemiste Airport Hotel, Tallinn.  We flew by BA Glasgow-Heathrow; 
Heathrow-Helsinki; Helsinki – Tallinn.  Flight costs £142 return. 
We hired a Vauxhall Zafira and most of the roads were excellent and for the most part away from 
Tallinn, extremely quiet providing easy driving.  Estonia is cheaper than UK so costs were low. 
 
WEATHER – it was dry throughout with freezing temperatures.  Any sheltered Baltic seas were 
frozen as were all lakes – see above.  Highest temperature was 6 degrees on the 15th when a thaw 
set in.  Windchill on some days was significant. 
 
DAY 1 12.03.2017 
Two hour drive from Tallinn to Virtsu then ferry to Kuivasto.  Long-tailed Duck, Mute Swan, 
Goosander, Red-throated Diver at Virtsu and some seaduck on passage but much of the sea was 
frozen.  We crossed to Muhu and the main objective was to reach Uudepanga laht on Saaremaa 
Island by early afternoon for Steller’s Eider.  A brief stop at a small rural hamlet on route was 
extremely productive with Northern Bullfinch, Reed Bunting, Hawfinch, Tree Sparrow and a good 
selection of tits.  The bay at Uudepanga was free of ice and full of seaduck.  The Steller’s flock was 
300+ strong but well offshore, nonetheless a first for three of us.  Other seaduck were abundant 
with a huge Scaup raft, hundreds of Velvet Scoter, Goldeneye and Long-tailed Duck, Common Scoter, 
Tufted and Red-breasted Merganser.  Whooper Swans were moving through, probably migrants.  
First sightings of  some 30 Sea Eagles seen during the trip.  
 
 

 
 
                                                                     White-tailed Eagles on Ice 

http://www.western-isles-wildlife.com/
http://www.skye-birds.com/


Before heading for our overnight accommodation at Loona Manor we explored the nearby Vilsandi 
National Park but disappointingly only found Great Spotted Woodpecker.  Returning here in the 
early evening we managed to locate an extremely obliging Eurasian Pygmy Owl, a first for all, with 
record images in fading light.  

  
                                                             Eurasian Pygmy Owl at dusk                                                      
 
DAY 2 13.3.2017 
An early morning pre-breakfast search near the manor for European Elk was negative, but we 
located Black Woodpecker, another lifer for one of the group with two Nutcrackers providing 
obliging views and calls – a lifer for a few!  We then returned to Uudepanga and although the 
Steller’s were nearer and afforded decent views, altogether too distant for photography.  We 
therefore headed off the island to check out the reserve at Lihula.  More views of White-tailed Eagle 
and we saw a nice interaction with a juvenile Golden Eagle, our only observation of this species 
during the trip.  We then visited the Haeska Tower at Lake Matsalu – everything was frozen up but 
Whoopers were congregating on the ice and there were several small flocks of Bean Goose and a 
few European Whitefronts.  There were also a few Common Cranes and several White-tailed Eagles 
which was by far the commonest raptor we observed during the trip.  Our base for the next two 
nights was the Baltic Promenade Hotel in Haapsalu.  Reaching the town late in the day there were 
lots of corvids including Rook, Nordic Jackdaw and Hooded Crow, all roosting in trees within the 
town centre no doubt taking advantage of the heat from street lights. 
 

 
Distant flight shot of Steller’s flock 



DAY 3 14.3.2017 
We drove south from Haapsalu to Vonnu, a small rural village with interesting woodland.  Highlights 
included nest prospecting Nuthatch (europaea), Great Spotted Woodpecker, and we soon got on to 
White-backed Woodpecker which afforded excellent views.  Though we hear Grey-headed 
Woodpecker it didn’t show.  There was a good range of Tits including Willow and Northern Long-
tailed.  We then headed for Spithami with a brief stop en route near Riguldi, where there was an 
excellent selection of seaduck feeding along the ice edge including about 50 Smew, mostly drakes, 
and the only ones we encountered on the trip.  At Spithame we found shelter from the biting wind in 
the seawatching hut.  Lots of ice on the shore with Grey Seals and pups sitting out on the flows and a 
good selection of gulls and seaduck.  We then visited the sheltered harbour at Dirhami where there 
were excellent numbers of Long-tailed Duck, Goosander and Goldeneye as well as Herring Gull  
argentatus.  We then did a road trip on the west side of the Ledisoo reserve before doing a loop 
route via Jalukse and Vedra.  Loads of Whoopers in the fields and some skeins of Bean Geese passing 
through.  Highlight was about 40 Black Grouse, some of which were lecking with Greyhen.  We also 
found our first Great Grey Shrike. 

 
                              Great Grey Shrike                                               White-backed Woodpecker 
DAY 4 15.3.2017 
Still on the quest for woodpeckers we returned to Vonnu but drew a blank.  We then headed north 
to the area west of Ledissoo.  By far the best day of the trip, sunny with temperatures up to 6 
degrees, it meant some of the dirt roads were getting wet and slick.  By chance we came across 
roads going through windfarm sites and followed these.  Hundreds of Whooper Swans had arrived 
along with good flocks of Tundra Beans.  We managed to find at least one Bewick’s Swan.  There was 
a short but stunning view of a female Goshawk which crossed the road in front of us.  A woodland 
walk to the coast near Nova found another Black Woodpecker and two of the group managed to see 
Common Crossbill and a Woodlark.  There was another good selection of duck at Rannakula 
including our first Wigeon.  We then headed back east on minor roads towards Tallinn and came  
across a huge flock of 5-600 Snow Buntings in a stubble field, predominantly males – these were our 
first of the trip.  Finally a small flock of Waxwings, our second on the visit, provided some good 
photographic opportunities.  

                                                                 
                                  Bewick’s Swan                                   Nuthatch (europaea) 



                                                                                                                           
SYSTEMATIC LIST 
 
Mute Swan   common on the coast 
Bewick’s Swan  single sighting on our final day with Whoopers 
Whooper Swan   seen all days and large numbers present in open fields with suitable feeding 
Bean Goose  small numbers seen initially then larger flocks as above. 
White-fronted Goose  noted with Beans on two occasions 
Greylag Goose  small numbers noted on two days 
Canada Goose  noted on two days 
Common Shelduck  noted on the sea at several locations in good numbers 
Eurasion Wigeon   only noted at a single location 
Mallard  a common duck on the coast and any open water 
Pochard   a single drake only seen at Dirhami 
Tufted Duck present in good numbers along the coast 
Greater Scaup  largest concentrations were at Uudepanga laht with 5-600. 
Steller’s Eider  flock at Uudepanga laht was probably 300+ 
Long-tailed Duck  large numbers present along the coast 
 

 
                              Long-tailed Duck                                                                Waxwing 
Common Scoter  small numbers noted Uudepanga laht 
Velvet Scoter biggest flocks again at Uudepanga laht 
Common Goldeneye  surprisingly common sea duck 
Smew  only noted on Day 3 at Riguldi 
Red-breasted Merganser  small numbers noted at sea 
Goosander  large numbers noted and surprisingly common 
Black Grouse  lek found on Day 3 and single bird seen Day 4 
Red-throated Diver  just a single bird seen at Virtsu 
Great Cormorant  birds noted at several locations 
Grey Heron  birds noted at several locations 
White-tailed Eagle the most common raptor we noted, seen daily. 
Northern Goshawk  a brief but superb view of an adult female on Day 3 
Common Buzzard  seen regularly but notably most birds were very dark 
Golden Eagle  single sighting of a juvenile on Day 2 
Common Kestrel sighting of a juvenile on Day 2 
Common Crane several reports but mostly of single birds, no flocks seen. 
Ringed Plover  the only sighting was of two on grass at edge of frozen Matsalu Lake 
Northern Lapwing small flocks were scattered widely 



Black-headed Gull present in good numbers along the coast 
Common Gull small numbers present on coast 
Herring Gull  good numbers at sea and some of these were clearly argentatus 
Great Black-backed Gull present in small numbers along coast 
Woodpigeon  several noted on Days 3-4 
Pygmy Owl  single bird found near Luna Mois on Day 1 
Grey-headed Woodpecker heard at Vonnu on Day 3 but disappointingly, not seen 
Black Woodpecker two sightings on Days 2 & 4 
Great Spotted Woodpecker the most common pecker 
White-backed Woodpecker showing well at Vonnu 
Waxwing two groups seen of 25-30 birds 
Dunnock seen on Day 1 
Blackbird small number of birds seen Days 3-4 
Fieldfare good sized flocks noted in fields on Saaremaa Days 1-2 
Goldcrest two birds noted Day 4 
Long-tailed Tit birds of the ‘northern race’ noted on Days 3-4 
Marsh Tit found at a single location on Day 3 
Willow Tit found at two locations on Days 3-4 
Crested Tit  found at several locations Days 3-4 
Coal Tit  scarce but recorded two locations 
Blue Tit  again scarce but recorded at several locations 
Great Tit recorded most days and by far the most common tit found 
Woodlark single bird only recorded near Nova, possibly an early migrant 
Skylark small numbers on the move most days, possibly arriving migrants 
Nuthatch  recorded on Days 3-4 sub species europaea 
Treecreeper seen and heard Day 3 
Great Grey Shrike three birds noted in open country on Days 3-4 
Eurasion Jay a number of sightings widely recorded 
Magpie very common throughout the area 
Nutcracker disappointingly only a single sighting of two birds near Loona Mois on Day 1 
Jackdaw  ‘Nordic’ birds widespread and fairly common 
 

 
 
                                            Nordic Jackdaw                                       ‘Northern’ Bullfinch 
 
Rook  large numbers were roosting within the town limits of Haapsalu 
Hooded Crow extremely common throughout the area 
Raven recorded on most days 



Starling – recorded most days with roosting birds in Haapsalu 
House Sparrow – recorded in Tallinn and Haapsalu 
Tree Sparrow  recorded at several sites 
Chaffinch not seen but heard  
Greenfinch – recorded at several locations 
Goldfinch – recorded on Days 2 & 4 
Siskin – scarce, only two observations 
Linnet single record on Day 3 
Common Crossbill two birds recorded on Day 4 near Nova 
Bullfinch  ‘northern’ form recorded widely, possibly the most common passerine 
Hawfinch only a single bird on Day 1 on Saaremaa Island 
Snow Bunting single large flock found on Day 4 
Yellowhammer common passerine in open country 
Reed Bunting recorded on Day 1 at Saaremaa and also near Haeska Tower 
 
TOTAL – 79 SPECIES SEEN & 2 HEARD 
 
Mammals 
Roe Deer several sightings 
Red Deer single sighting of three hinds on Saaremaa near Loona Mois 
Grey Seal  many with pups on the ice at Spithami 
 

 
                                                                Grey Seal pup at Spithami 
 
Al, Bob, Martin & Steve 21.3.2017                      Contact:  bob@skye-birds.com 


