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Summary: Unseasonal cold and windy weather throughout the UK was also a feature of 

much of the week in Shetland with brighter and calmer conditions on our last couple of 

days. Luckily, although it was often cloudy we didn’t see the large amounts of rain 

experienced by much of the country and so we were out every day enjoying the wildlife 

in the northern isles. After meeting up in Mainland Shetland we made our way straight 

to Unst where we visited Hermaness which was stunning and full the seabird activity 

including some close encounters with the local bonxies and thousands of Gannets riding 

the up-drafts on the cliffs. Our trip to Fetlar provided some excellent views of 3 Red-

necked Phalaropes whilst we also got some brilliant views of 2 feeding on a loch in south 

Mainland at a site not normally frequented by this species. The seabirds were of course 

superb with good numbers of all the regulars seen as well as lots of Red-throated Divers 

including some excellent views on a freshwater loch near the dramatic coastline at 

Eshaness. Almost every day produced migrants which was a nice surprise considering it 

was mid-June. Scarcities included 1 or 2 Marsh Warblers and a Red-backed Shrike on 

Unst whilst on Bressay we bumped into an elusive Icterine Warbler at Gorie. Other 

passage migrants included Cuckoo, Spotted Flycatcher and Lesser Whitethroat amongst 

others. We also got views of Hobby, Marsh Harrier and a couple of Cranes in south 

Mainland during the week. A trip to Shetland wouldn’t be complete without seeing 

otters and during our stay on Unst they were spotted in Baltasound and at Westing 

whilst Steve also managed to see one briefly at Scatness, Mainland. The dramatic 

scenery, abundance of seabirds and some nice close surprise encounters with some of 

the birdlife made this, our first trip to Shetland a delight. 

 

Leader: Steve Duffield 

 
Participants: John Leslie, Elizabeth Miller, Philip and Alison Hamnar. 

 

Daily Dairy: 

 
8th June: 

Weather: Initially sunny although clouding over during the day with a brisk, cool, north-

easterly wind. 

Phil and Alison arrived on the same ferry as me from Aberdeen so I picked them up in 

Lerwick before heading south to Sumburgh where we met Liz at the hotel. We had a bit 

of time before John would arrive off the flight from Glasgow so we took a look around a 
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few sites in south Mainland. Our first stop was at Spiggie where we found a few Twite 

on the road verge whilst out on the loch were a couple of Mute Swans and a pair of 

Whooper Swans with cygnets, resting on the bank. 2 Red-throated Divers were also 

spotted along with Curlews, Redshanks, Moorhen, Tufted Ducks and lots of Great Skuas 

and Fulmars. A flock of around 40 Curlew were seen in flight at Brow Marsh before we 

stopped off to scan nearby Loch of Hillwell. 3 Whooper Swans were present along with 

Tufted Ducks, Wigeon, Little Grebe, Moorhen and 2 Coots with chicks. Continuing a little 

further down the road we parked by Quendale Mill and took a walk to the shore. Lots of 

Shags were feeding on the sea whilst 2 Sanderling and a couple of Ringed Plovers were 

on the beach. Common Terns were flying up and down the shoreline fishing and 

periodically up to 4 Arctic Skuas would harry the terns into giving up their last catch 

although not before putting on some impressive aerial manoeuvers. As we made our 

way back to the minibus and Hobby put in a brief but close appearance as it shot 

through the garden at Quendale Mill before heading back over the hills. It showed 

again, circling in the distance before drifting off out of view.  

John arrived on time at Sumburgh airport and we made our way to the car park at 

Sumburgh Head for lunch where masses of seabirds were passing as they flew into the 

brisk north-easterly wind. We were scheduled to spend our first 3 days in the northern 

isles so after lunch we made our way to the terminal at Toft for the ferry to Yell. We had 

a bit of a wait here before the next sailing which allowed us time to enjoy the local bird 

activity provided by Arctic Terns, Arctic Skuas; a couple of Red-throated Divers and 

various auks on the sea, close in to the breakwater. The crossing produced more views 

of seabirds until we arrived on Yell where we headed straight across the island to catch 

the ferry from Gutcher to Belmont, Unst in the late afternoon. We arrived at the 

Baltasound Hotel in the early evening and settled in whilst Phil and Alison took a walk to 

the nearby tidal loch where they spotted our first otter of the trip.  

 
9th June:  

Weather: Light – moderate northerly wind, cool and cloudy but with brighter spells and 

a little light drizzle in the late afternoon.  

Steve spotted an otter on a pre-breakfast walk from the hotel before we all made our 

way to the Keen of Hamar, a superb botanical site near Baltasound. Early Purple Orchids 

were still in flower whilst Frog Orchids were just emerging and there was a decent 

showing of the endemic Edmondston’s Chickweed. A text from a local birder alerted us 

to a Marsh Warbler that was singing close by at Halligarth so we made our way to this 

small wooded area. We picked up a singing Sedge Warbler and Whitethroat as well as a 

Cuckoo before finally hearing the Marsh Warbler singing. It was well hidden and a brief 

flight view was the best we could do before we headed off to Hermaness. The walk 
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across the moorland took us through the Bonxie colony with some nice close views of 

these large seabirds. As we approached the cliffs an intense fight broke out amongst a 

pair of skuas which didn’t break up until we virtually touched them! A few Puffins were 

visible on the cliffs whilst thousands of Gannets produced a cacophony of sound as 

many of them rode the updrafts from the cliffs. It was a superb visit with all the regular 

seabirds seen and even a Painted Lady showed as we had our lunch in a sheltered 

hollow by the coast.  

 

 
Edmondston’s Chickweed 
 

After leaving Hermaness we headed for Haroldswick where we found 4 Turnstones and 

6 Dunlin on the shore line as well as Red-breasted Mergansers, Common Terns and 

Common Seals off-shore. We continued on to Norwick and wandered over to Valyie 

where we found a Tree Sparrow and a singing Chiffchaff although best of all was a fine, 

female Red-backed Shrike which was hunting along the adjacent fields following the 

fence lines. We returned to the hotel after our full and varied day for an evening meal. 

After dinner John, Phil, Liz and I headed for a walk down to the nearby tidal loch. As we 

made our way along the road towards Baltasound an otter was seen running up the side 

of a small stream that empties into the loch. It disappeared into the distance and was 

later seen by some other guests from the hotel making its way on a different route back 

to the shore. 
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Great Skua, Hermaness 
 

 



  
www.western-isles-wildlife.com 

 
  

Gannet, Hermaness 

 
Fulmar at Hermaness  

 
Red-backed Shrike at Norwick(Elizabeth Miller) 
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10th June:  

Weather: A moderate westerly wind with frequent light showers and occasional mist. 

We made our way to the southern part of Unst this morning to catch the ferry to Fetlar 

although we stopped off on route to look at a Whimbrel which showed well by the 

roadside. A little further south we paused once more as a pair of Red-throated Divers 

was showing well on a freshwater loch near Uyeasound. A further 2 Red-throated Divers 

and a few Red-breasted Mergansers were also picked up feeding off-shore from the 

village whilst a final stop before the ferry port at Belmont produced a pair of Goldeneye 

on Loch of Snarravoe. The ferry journey to Fetlar produced the usual array of seabirds 

before we arrived on the island and made our way across to the east side at Funzie. On 

route we picked up a House Martin hawking in the shelter of some small cliffs at the 

mouth of a stream. 2 Red-throated Divers were showing well on Loch of Funzie whilst 

Ringed Plover and Dunlin were on the short turf.  At least 4 Whimbrel were very active 

on the nearby moorland with birds regularly calling and others seen mobbing passing 

Ravens and Bonxies. We spent sometime in the hide overlooking the Mires of Funzie 

and although we picked up various Snipe, Redshank and Moorhen there was no sign of 

any phalaropes. Twite and Wheatear were also seen on our walk back to the minibus 

before we began heading back west hoping that we might find the phalaropes on some 

other patch of water. We hadn’t travelled far along the road when a couple of small 

waders were spotted swimming around on a small loch set back from the roadside 

which meant only one thing – phalaropes! At least 2 birds were seen in the distance so 

we made our way across the field and sat down close to the loch where we got some 

excellent views of 3 female Red-necked Phalaropes that were actively feeding. Dunlin, 

Redshank and Whimbrel were also in the area and a flock 24 Golden Plover flew over. 

Delighted with our views we made our way on to the heritage centre and had our lunch 

in the relatively sheltered car park. After lunch we had a look in the garden at Tresta 

where a male Blackcap and Collared Dove were spotted whilst the nearby loch held 

bathing Kittiwakes and Bonxies. We continued on to Brough and took a walk around the 

coastline where we found plenty of Rock Pipits and 3 Sanderling before making our way 

back to Hamarsness where 3 Turnstones were roosting on the rock by the ferry 

terminal. The crossing back to Belmont via Gutcher produced a good array of seabirds 

including Puffins, Razorbills, Guillemots, Black Guillemots, Gannets and Fulmars 

rounding off a fulfilling if rather damp day. 
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Red-necked Phalarope, Fetlar 
 

11th June: 

Weather: North-easterly wind, increasing to near gale force during the day; sunny spells 

and cloud. 

A Lesser Whitethroat was spotted outside Baltasound Hotel first thing in the morning 

before breakfast and before we packed the bus and headed for Skaw. On route we 

stopped at Haroldswick to have a look at a Common Seal with a pup on the rocks close 

to the shore. A few Eiders were also present and both Dunlin and Turnstones were in 

the bay. We arrived at Skaw and the most northerly house in the UK where we took a 

walk onto the beach. Large numbers of Fulmars and Gannets were passing out at sea 

whilst a few Twite were showing well in front of the house. There was little else birdlife 

obvious so we made our way back along the road, stopping to have a good look at a 

Golden Plover just off the road and then a nice pale-phase Arctic Skua. We took the road 

back past the hotel and into Baltasound where we stopped by the post office. A drake 

Pintail was on the shore with a few Mallards whilst behind the post office we could hear 

a Marsh Warbler singing away. We gathered along a small path and spent a while 

staring into a dense area of Rosa rugosa and Sycamore until eventually we gained good 

although brief views of the Marsh Warbler as it moved around the lower branches of 

the tree. We continued on our way south, stopping off at Westing. Out in the bay we 

spotted an otter on a bank of seaweed where we managed to get scope views before it 
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headed into the sea and began fishing. It returned back to the seaweed island although 

this time it was more hidden amongst the mass of kelp and as it was nearly time for our 

ferry we left it in peace and made our way to Belmont.  

Once on Yell we turned off the main road and pulled over at the delightful beach at 

West Sandwick where we enjoyed our lunch as well as an Arctic Skua chasing Arctic 

Terns up and down the shore. After lunch we explored the area a little more extensively 

although saw little else apart from a few Dunlin before making our way to Gutcher for 

the ferry back to Mainland. The crossing was quite smooth and provided further views 

of Puffins, Kittiwakes and an Arctic Skua before arriving at Toft. Once on Mainland we 

stopped off in Lower Voe where we spotted a couple of Siskins, including a male 

displaying; our first Pied Wagtail and heard a singing Willow Warbler. Both Common and 

Arctic Terns were also nesting on the breakwater here. We re-joined the main road and 

headed for Sumburgh, noting 7 Whooper Swans on a moorland loch on route. We 

turned off before reaching Sumburgh to have a look at Hillwell where we were 

rewarded with views of 2 Cranes feeding in the fields to the east of the loch whilst on 

the water were Shoveler, Tufted Duck and a couple of Coot.  

 

12th June: 

Weather: Gale force north-easterly winds, cloudy and cold. 

The inclement weather was playing havoc with our planned boat trips and both our 

night trip to Mousa and our trip around Noss were cancelled due to the high winds and 

mountainous seas. The weather was something beyond our control and so we 

continued with our land based schedule and made our way to Eshaness, first stopping at 

Loch of Clumlie where 4 Red-throated Divers were present with 2 showing particularly 

well. Loch of Tingwall produced plenty of Tufted Ducks as well as Red-breasted 

Mergansers and a couple of Teal. Continuing west we stopped off at Urafirth where our 

target was botanical and sure enough the shoreline here produced at least 5 

Oysterplants in full bloom which was wonderful sight considering how rare this species 

is becoming in the UK. We finally reached the dramatic coastline of Eshaness with the 

Drongs to the south and various sea stacks and deep geos adding to the atmosphere on 

this wild day. An Oystercatcher with chicks was by the roadside along with a Ringed 

Plover and Dunlin whilst the freshwater lochs held at least 6 Red-throated Divers that 

were loafing with one pair showing particularly well. We also picked up a couple of 

Whimbrel and lots of seabirds passing off-shore. After a wander around the stunning 

coastal scenery we made our way back towards Hillswick and whilst stopping to 

photograph the Drongs we spotted 2 Long-tailed Ducks on a sheltered part of the sea 

below us.  
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Oysterplant 

 
The Drongs, Eshaness 
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Dore Holm, Eshaness 
 
We had our lunch in Hillswick before making our way back south where the Whooper 

Swan flock on Petta Water had now increased to 11 individuals. A minor road in central 

Mainland took us to Kergord where we managed to hear Blackcap, Chaffinch and Robin 

all singing in the wooded area although they remained hidden amongst the trees. Plenty 

of Rooks were present in the surrounding fields with Kergord being their only nesting 

site in Shetland. Strand Loch at Gott held a pair of Mute Swans and a Pied Wagtail was 

feeding along the banks although little else. A final look at Boddam produced Turnstone, 

Whimbrel, Eider and Shelduck before a quick spin around Virkie and on to our hotel for 

the evening. 

 

13th June: 

Weather: A strong north, north-easterly wind with low cloud, becoming wet mid-

afternoon. 

We made our way on to Sumburgh Head this morning where good numbers of seabirds 

were readily on show with plenty of bridled Guillemots amongst the usual auks. A few 

Puffins showed up close to the lighthouse whilst a passing trawler attracted thousands 

of Fulmars trailing in its wake. A couple of Twite were also knocking around the 
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lighthouse. Leaving Sumburgh we made our way to Grutness where 4 Shelducks were 

engaged in a dispute next to the Arctic Tern colony located amongst the boulders 

nearby. After a brief stop here we headed for Sctaness and walk onto the headland. The 

pool by the turning point held a couple of Long-tailed Ducks as well as a couple of Teal 

whilst 6 or 7 Turnstones, 2 Whimbrel and Dunlin were feeding on the short turf. A 

summer plumage Great Northern Diver was in the bay and a couple of Pied Wagtails 

were also seen as well as all the regular seabirds. Steve managed to spot an otter in the 

swell below the west cliffs although it quickly disappeared before the rest arrived to 

look. On returning to the minibus Alison mentioned she’d seen what looked like a 

Spotted Flycatcher in a garden next to where we parked so a quick departure from the 

minibus produced some nice views of the bird as it fed around the sparsely vegetated 

garden and ruined buildings.  

 

 
Puffin at Sumburgh 

 

We made our way to Howick for lunch in the community centre with a walk around the 

village producing a few Dunlin and some robust examples of Northern Marsh Orchid. 

After lunch the weather deteriorated a little and our visit to Maywick and St. Ninnians 

involved mostly scanning from the minibus where we managed to see a few Eiders and 

Common Terns. We headed back south and around Loch of Spiggie which produced a 

nice views of the Whooper Swan family who were on the water this time and revealed a 
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very good brood of 7 cygnets. A few Tufted Ducks were also present and a few Swallows 

were feeding low over the water. A recently cut field at Hillwell had attracted the 2 

Cranes closer and we got some good views of them in the roadside field. Finally as we 

made our way back to the hotel we spotted 10 Whooper Swans feeding in the fields 

between Boddam and Toab whilst Virkie held a few Dunlin and Redshanks. 

 

 
Common Cranes, Hillwell 

 

14th June: 

Weather: A moderate south-easterly wind with sunny and brighter conditions for most 

of the day until late afternoon when the rain returned. 

This morning we stopped off at Brow Marsh where a Sedge Warbler was in full song and 

good numbers of Curlew were evident. Nearby Spiggie produced views of the Whooper 

Swan family before we made our way to the jetty and Sandwick to enquire about the 

Mousa sailing. The sea was still too rough so we got back on the main road and made 

our way to the ferry for Bressay. Luck was on our side and we managed to get on the 

next sailing and once on the island headed to the far side to the road end, overlooking 

the isle of Noss. A few people had arrived before us, apparently hoping to visit the island 

but the sea was too rough for a crossing in the small dinghy used. We enjoyed some 

good views of a Golden Plover nearby and then made our way to Gorie, an isolated croft 
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on the east side of the island. A small copse of mixed conifers and deciduous trees here 

has been good for migrants in the past and once again our luck was in as we managed to 

first pick up a Lesser Whitethroat, followed by a Chiffchaff and eventually an elusive 

Icterine Warbler. The latter was a bit challenging to get a decent view of although 

eventually we saw enough to secure the identification. We returned along the track and 

made our way for lunch at Setter overlooking the lovely little bay in the sunshine. A walk 

here after the sandwiches produced Puffin, Razorbills, Guillemots and a few Grey Seals 

hauled out on the rocks. Our final site on Bressay was the lighthouse at Kirkabister 

which has a commanding position at the south-west point of the island. Lots of auks 

were off-shore whilst both Rock Pipits and Twite were hanging around the general area. 

We returned to the Mainland in the late afternoon and stopped off at Loch of Clumlie 

where we found 7 Red-throated Divers and more surprisingly 2 Red-necked Phalaropes 

which flew off to the east. A short stop at Boddam on the way back to Sumburgh Hotel 

produced a couple of Teal, Shelduck and Eiders. 

 

 

15th June 

Weather: Light – moderate south-easterly winds, sunny spells with occasional low cloud.  

We said goodbye to John as he was heading off early to catch a flight back to Inverness 

so he could make his way to Lewis that afternoon. The rest of us started the day with 

another visit to Brow Marsh where the Sedge Warbler was once again singing and 

showing well although the prize bird this morning was a female Marsh Harrier that 

showed well on arrival; although it flew low, eastwards and out of site not long after. 

We also picked up Curlew, Snipe and Teal whilst hanging about here. The Whooper 

Swans were still showing on Spiggie although there appeared to be little else so we 

headed to the east side. 2 Red-throated Divers were on a roadside loch and a lone 

Barnacle Goose was spotted amongst the Greylags out on the water. The pick of the 

bunch though was a pair of Red-necked Phalaropes that were showing very well indeed 

as they fed along the loch edge next to the road providing some superb photo 

opportunities. Following the excitement we moved on to Leebitton to catch our sailing 

to Mousa and managed to pick up a few Dunlin and Turnstones along the shore whilst 

waiting for the boat. Once on Mousa we took a leisurely walk around the island picking 

up the usual array of auks as well as some excellent views of Black Guillemots along the 

eastern coastline. A Red-throated Diver was on the small freshwater loch and a couple 

of Arctic Terns made a pass or two as we walked around the island. Snipe, Redshank and 

Ringed Plover were also noted along with good numbers of Wheatears and Rock Pipits. 

A Storm Petrel was also heard calling from a wall as well as within the impressive 

ramparts of the broch itself. We made our way back to the jetty and as we were waiting 
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to get back on the boat a small passerine, which turned out to be a late migrant Willow 

Warbler flicked over the wall before re-appearing on the fence. 

Once back on Mainland we stopped off at Hillwell where we found a male Shoveler, 

Wigeon, Tufted Ducks, Moorhen, Coot and Little Grebe as well as a lone Sand Martin 

hawking over the water. We also took a short walk at Quendale where the birdlife was 

pretty limited although there were plenty of Painted Lady and Red Admiral butterflies 

about. Finally a quick look at Scatness produced 5 Sanderling, Ringed Plover, Dunlin, 

Kittiwakes, Arctic Terns and Arctic Skuas. We said our goodbyes to Liz who was staying 

on for an extra night at Sumburgh Hotel whilst Phil, Alison and I made our way to 

Lerwick to catch the ferry to Aberdeen. As we sailed south, still within clear sight of 

Shetland Alison and I managed so pick up a single Storm Petrel flying parallel with the 

boat before the cold wind got the better of us and we retired inside.  

 

 
Black Guillemot, Mousa 
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Species List: 

Mute Swan   Small numbers seen on Mainland Shetland 

Whooper Swan Seen virtually every day including a pair with 7 cygnets on 

Loch of Spiggie 

Greylag Goose   Common 

Barnacle Goose  A single was seen on Loch Clumlie with Greylags, 15th  

Shelduck   A few were seen in south Mainland 

Mallard   Common 

Shoveler   A pair was on Loch of Hillwell 

Pintail    A drake was in Baltasound 

Wigeon   A few were on Loch of Hillwell 

Teal    Small numbers seen on 5 days 

Tufted Duck   Fairly common 

Eider    Common 

Goldeneye   A pair was seen on Loch of Snarravoe 

Long-tailed Duck  2 were near Hillswick and 2 were at Scatness 

Red-breasted Merganser Common  

Red-throated Diver  Common and seen regularly 

Great Northern Diver  Singles were seen on 4 dates 

Little Grebe   Small numbers on 4 dates 

Fulmar    Very common 

Gannet    Abundant 

Storm Petrel Heard on Mousa during the day and a single seen from the 

Northlink ferry when heading south from Shetland on 15th   

Cormorant   Common 

Shag    Very common 

Marsh Harrier   1 was seen at Brow Marsh, 15th   

Hobby    1 was seen at Quendale Mill, 8th  

Moorhen   Small numbers were seen 
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Coot    A pair with young was at Loch of Hillwell 

Common Crane 2 immature birds were seen on a couple of occasions near 

Loch of Hillwell 

Oystercatcher   Common 

Ringed Plover   Common 

Golden Plover   Seen on 4 dates 

Lapwing   Fairly common 

Sanderling   Small numbers were seen in south Mainland and on Fetlar 

Turnstone   Small numbers were seen on 6 dates 

Dunlin    Fairly common 

Redshank   Common 

Curlew    Common 

Whimbrel   Small numbers were seen on 3 dates 

Snipe    Common 

Red-necked Phalarope Seen well on Fetlar and in south Mainland 

Great Skua   Very common 

Arctic Skua   Fairly common 

Black-headed Gull  Common 

Common Gull   Common 

Herring Gull   Common 

Lesser Black-backed Gull Common 

Great Black-backed Gull Common 

Kittiwake   Common 

Arctic Tern   Common 

Common Tern   Small numbers seen daily 

Puffin    Common 

Black Guillemot  Common 

Guillemot   Common 

Razorbill   Common 
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Rock Dove   Very common 

Wood Pigeon   Widespread  

Collared Dove   Occasional sightings 

Cuckoo    A single was seen at Halligarth, Unst, 9th  

Skylark    Common 

Swallow   Common 

Sand Martin   1 was seen at Loch of Hillwell, 15th  

House Martin   1 was seen on Fetlar, 10th  

Rock Pipit   Common 

Meadow Pipit   Common 

Pied Wagtail   Small numbers were seen on Mainland 

Wren    Common 

Wheatear   Common 

Robin    Heard singing at Kergord 

Blackbird   Common 

Blackcap A male was on Fetlar, 10th and another heard singing at 

Kergord 

Whitethroat   Heard singing at Halligarth 

Lesser Whitethroat  1 at Baltasound Hotel, 11th and another at Gorie, 14th  

Sedge Warbler Singles were seen and heard singing at Halligarth and Brow 

Marsh 

Marsh Warbler A single was seen briefly at Halligarth, 9th and a little better 

in Baltasound, 11th  

Icterine Warbler  An elusive bird was seen at Gorie, Bressay, 14th  

Willow Warbler  1 was heard singing at Voe and 1 seen on Mousa, 15th  

Chiffchaff   1 was at Halligarth and another at Gorie 

Spotted Flycatcher  1 was at Scatness, 13th  

Red-backed Shrike  A female was at Vaylie, Unst, 9th  

Hooded Crow   Common 
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Rook    Seen around Kergord 

Raven    Common 

Starling   Very common 

House Sparrow  Common 

Tree Sparrow   1 was at Vaylie, 9th  

Chaffinch   Heard singing at Kergord 

Siskin    A male was displaying at Voe 

Twite    Common 

 

Mammals: 

 
Otter  Regularly seen in Baltasound as well as in the 

south-west of Unst and off Scatness 

Harbour (Common) Seal    Common  

Atlantic Grey Seal   Common 

Rabbit     Common 

Hedgehog    1 was by Loch of Spiggie during the day 

 

Insects: 
 

Diamondback Moth 

Large White 

Painted Lady 

Red Admiral 

 

Flowering plants: 

 
Oysterplant 

Round-leaved Sundew 

Common Butterwort 
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Edmondston’s Chickweed 

Early Purple Orchid 

Heath Spotted Orchid 

Frog Orchid 
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