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Estonia is the smallest and 
northernmost of the Baltic countries, situated 
between the Gulf of Finland, the Baltic Sea, 
Lake Peipsi on the Russian border and its 
neighbour Latvia to the south.   This 
geographical position places Estonia on the 
Eastern Atlantic migratory flyway and makes 
the country an ideal place to observe one of 
nature’s best spectacules: bird migration on a 
massive scale. 

Milions of birds fly every year from their 
wintering quarters in spring to their Arctic 
breeding grounds and repeat the reverse 
movement again in autumn, traversing Estonia.  The country’s long and highly indented 
coastline, shallow and sheltered bays, coastal meadows, marshes, lagoons and over 1000 
islands create perfect stop-over sites for birds. 

Estonian’s quality as a birdwatching destination is greatly enhanced by the fact that the 
majority of habitats in the interior of the country are truly unspoiled due to low intensity 
farming and lack of industrialisation over the decades of socialistic regime.  Deciduous and 
dense coniferous forests, which make up 40% of the country, are home to large populations of 
Capercaillie, Black Grouse, Hazel Grouse and eight species of woodpeckers.  The vast 
network of bogs, marshes and riverine meadows provide not only perfect nesting habitat for 
many species of waders in spring and summer, but also serve as a good feeding ground for the 
migrating wildfowl and waders.   

The best testimony to Estonia’s remarkable birding experince is the fact that eleven sites in 
Estonia have been included in the Ramsar list of internationally important bird areas.  In 1999, 
the country held the European record for the highest number of species seen in a day - an 
incredible 189.  

This yet undiscovered country has the lowest human density of any country in Europe which, 
combined with vast network of unspoilt wetland and forest habitats, offers a remarkable 
birdwatching experience. 

This early spring tour aims to give you the benefit of experiencing both spring migration and 
the first glimpse of breeding season.  Migrant ducks, geese, waders and passerines should still 
be seen in good numbers, whereas at the same time, meadows and marshes will be teaming 
with displaying waders and wildfowl, and forests will be filled with the first choirs of 
passerines and calls of woodpeckers, owls and grouse.   

Estonians are aware of their natural heritage 
and one of their great ideas are the board 
walks and observation towers, placed along 
nearly every hiking trail. These facilitate 
good views over a rather flat countryside 
and offer great birdwatching.  Despite a 
rather turbulent history, with wars, 
invasions and suppression over many years, 
Estonians are friendly and our time here will 
be greatly rewarded with fine food and 
hospitality. 

Tartu 



 
You will be picked up from Tallinn airport 
by our Estonian guide and myself, and 

driven to Roosta in western 
Estonia.  The journey will take 
us through open farmland where 
we should spot our first raptors.  
We will reach our 
accommodation in time for our 
evening meal.  We will stay 
three nights in the chalets 
conveniently situated in the 
middle of a pine forest. 
 

 
After breakfast, we will drive to 
Põõsaspea, the most north-easterly point of 

the country and the best place to observe the Arctic 
waterbird migration. This narrow spit is situated on 
a migratory flyway, where masses of waterbirds 
from the Bothnian and Finnish Bays meet on their 
journey south.  At this time of the year, we should 
be able to see big numbers of Long-tailed Ducks, 
Common and Velvet Scoters, Wigeons and Red-
throated Divers.   

We will continue birdwatching 
at the Taebla fields and adjacent 
coast.  This region has many 
shallow bays, coastal lagoons, 
marshlands and reedbeds, which 
serve as important resting place for 
numerous waterbirds.   Little 
Gulls, Black Terns, Hen Harriers 
and calling Bitterns will also be the 
most likely species encountered.  

For lunch, we will move to the 
coastal town of Haapsalu, where 
from our restaurant we will be able 
to admire Haapsalu Bay.  Here, a 
quick scan over the bay should 
produce species such as White-
tailed Eagle, Ruff, Caspian Tern, 
Goosander, Pochard, Slavonian 
Grebe and many waders.  

In the afternoon, we will visit 
the floodplains of Matsalu 
National Park, regarded as one of 
the most important stop-over areas 
for waterbirds in the whole of 
Northern Europe.   This is also the 
oldest Ramsar site (a status given 
for sites which regularly hold 
20,000 or more waders or 1% of 
the flyway population) in Estonia. 
The reserve comprises an array of  

 
different habitats, including open floodplain, coastal 
meadow, riparian and coastal woodlands, river delta, 

marshland, reedbed and the open 
water of Matsalu Bay itself. One 
hundred and seventy breeding 
birds have been recorded here.   
We will climb an observation 
tower to scan over the marshes 
and, in the evening, we will take 
a boat ride through the vast reed-
beds, the largest expanse on the 
Baltic coast.  The boat ride 
should provide close encounters 

with Beavers, ducks, waders, Little Gulls, Montagu’s 
Harriers and Sea Eagles.  We will have a fantastic 
home-made picnic followed by a traditional Estonian 
liquor.   

 
 
Today, We will continue our tour of 

Matsalu National Park and make several stops to 
view cranes, geese, harriers and possibly Lesser 
Spotted Eagles.  In the meadows, we should find a 

good selection of breeding ducks 
and waders, including Whimbrel, 
Curlew, Ringed Plover, Ruff and 
Dunlin.  A scan from a watch-
tower should produce several 
species of wildfowl.  The record 
for the highest day list of bird 
species in Northern Europe was 
achieved in this region and our 
birdwatching here should be very 
rewarding.  

After our picnic lunch, we 
will explore a variety of coastal 
habitats at Põgari-Sassi.  Here, 
we should encounter a good 
selection of migrating wildfowl, 
including flocks of several 
thousand Barnacle and White-
fronted Geese.  Sixty thousand of 
them pass through this area every 
year on their migration to the 
breeding grounds in Russia and 
we will be able to witness this 
spectacle.  If we are lucky, we 
might pick up a gorgeous Bean 
Goose amongst them.     
 We conclude the day with a 
meal in an Estonian manor house 
full of history and antique 
furniture.

Itinerary 

Day 1 

Day 2 

Day 3



In the morning, we 
will head off for the nearby 
forest, where lekking Black 
Grouse should provide exciting 
entertainment.  Capercaillie, 
Hazel Grouse, Wryneck and 
woodpeckers will also be our 
target birds here.  The nearby 
meadows, will be filled with 
displaying Black-tailed Godwits, 
Curlews, Golden Plovers, whilst 
raptors should include Rough-
legged Buzzard, Honey Buzzard 
and Montagu’s Harrier.  
 Before moving to Pärnu in 
the afternoon, we will make a 
stop at Tuhu Bog, where we will 
undertake a short boardwalk.   
 In Pärnu, we will stay two 
nights in a lovely hotel situated 
within walking distance of the beach.    
 

 
We will have an early start today and 

travel to an old-growth coniferous and mixed forest 
in search of resident Black, Gray-headed, Three-
toed, White-backed and Great-spotted 
Woodpeckers, as well as listen for the mating the 
calls of Hazel Grouse.  The forest will be filled with 
calls of other resident birds, including Pied 
Flycatcher, Red-breasted Flycatcher, Bullfinch, 
Goldcrest, Tree Pipit, Cockoo, Wood Warbler, 
Hawfinch, Nuthatch and many more. 

We will be back for lunch at 
our hotel and after a short break, 
we will visit the Häädemeeste 
coastal dune system and Kabli 
bird station on the Baltic coast.  
This the oldest Estonian bird 
station, where, since 1969, about 
half a million birds have been 
caught in 18m high Heligoland 
traps  (funnelled bird traps) and 
ringed.   After a walk and some 
birding on the coast, we will head for our dinner.  
Tonight, we will enjoy a home-made dinner at a 
local farm.   
    

 
We will leave the coast behind today and 
embark on our journey inland to Tartu.  

En route, we will visit Soomaa National Park.  
This is Estonia’s second largest national park, 
mostly covered with large mires.  It is a fascinating 

place from a botanical point of 
view, but we should make a 
respectable bird list here as well.  
We will have a memorable picnic 
lunch near the Soomaa visitor 
centre.  Here, we will also 
embark on a walk through an 
interesting wood, where calling 
and drumming woodpeckers will 
be difficult to ignore.  Beavers 
abound in the area and there will 
be plenty of signs of their 
activities, but it is unlikely that 
we will encounter any during the 
day. 

Another rewarding stop will 
be at Lake Vortsjarv with its 
large meadow system.  It is the 
second largest lake in Estonia 
and a Natura 2000 site.  We 

should encounter flocks of geese, gulls and some 
waders.  
 We should reach Tartu in the afternoon and after 
a dinner in our charming hotel, we will venture to 
nearby meadows to witness the spectacular lekking of 
Great Snipe.   

 
 
Today, a visit to the remote and wild 

region of Alam-Pedja is planned.  A mixture of 
floodplains, winding rivers, marshes and forests, 
should provide a good selection of birds, including 
Black Stork, both Great Spotted and Lesser Spotted 

Eagles, Penduline Tit, Corncrake 
and Icterine, Marsh and Barred 
Warblers.  We will also 
undertake a short boardwalk 
through huge mire, where 
breeding Wood Sandpipers 
abound.   
 After our picnic lunch, we 
will visit the vast Aardla 
wetland. This area, with lakes 
and ponds, usually holds a good 

selection of waterbirds, including Red-necked Grebe, 
Great Crested Grebe, Gadwall, Tufted Duck, and 
Pochard.  Thousands of migrating geese should still 
be present here.   There will also be a chance to view 
breeding Citrine Wagtails in their yellow glory.   

   
We will leave Tartu after breakfast 
and head for Tallinn.  It all depends on 

our scheduled flights, but the itinerary includes 
lunch at a restaurant in the old town of Tallinn, 
before heading for the airport.   

Day 5 

Day 6 

Day 7

Day 8

Day 4 


