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TOUR OVERVIEW:  Islay, the óQueen of the Hebridesô, is rightly regarded as the most 

beautiful of all the Inner Hebridean islands. Memorable landscapes abound with 

rugged sea cliffs, white sandy beaches, wild open moorland, pleasant rolling pastures 

and extensive tidal mudflats, all of which contribute the essential stepping stones to 

some of the most sensational bird watching in Britain. Large flocks of geese spend the 

winter here, seeking out its lush pastures and safe roosting sites. By the spring 

equinox, thousands of Barnacle Geese will be preparing to fly non-stop from Islay to 

their breeding grounds in Greenland. Though Barnacle Geese predominate, they are 

certainly not alone, as Greenland White-fronted Geese accompany them on this long 

journey. The impressive line-up of resident birds includes stately Golden and White-

tailed Eagles, adorable Red-billed Chough and diminutive perky Twite. Waterfowl 

joining the throng include Great Northern Divers, which can be rather common 

offshore and Slavonian Grebes which seek shelter in secluded bays. As well as birds, 

the hills attract hundreds of Red Deer and the sea shore hosts both Atlantic Grey and 

Common Seals. Of particular interest is the Eurasian Otter, which regularly search 

kelp beds and rocky inlets for fish, and we will make a special effort to discover one.  

 



This enchanting island is steeped in history as well, Finlaggan being the administrative 

capital of the medieval clan MacDonald, Lords of the Isles no less. These powerful 

land owners ruled the whole of western Scotland in the Middle Ages. The ruins of 

Finlaggan Castle can be visited today with much of the island history preserved at the 

Museum of Islay Life, which safeguards memories of past glories. As if all this was not 

enough, the island is famous on the whisky tourism route, hosting no less than nine 

distilleries, including such well-known names as Laphroaig, Lagavulin and Bowmore. 

If there is sufficient interest amongst group members, we can visit one and sample the 

peaty flavours of a famous Islay single malt.  

 

TOUR DESCRIPTION: Our tour begins and ends in Tarbert, an attractive coastal 

village bordering Loch Fyne on the Kintyre peninsula from where the ferry departs. 

The ferry crossing lasts about two hours, initially through the still waters of West Loch 

Tarbert where an excellent selection of seabirds can be found. Red-breasted 

Mergansers and Shag abound, whilst Great Northern Divers typically reach double 

figure counts. We should keep our eyes peeled because this is usually the best area 

for Black-throated Divers, a rather scarce bird in this part of the world. On a clear day 

the Mull of Kintyre can be seen stretching away to the south, though it is the Paps of 

Jura that dominate the skyline ahead.  

Once on the island, we will soon be immersed in a beautiful landscape. Gentle rolling 

hillsides interspersed with scattered farms hug white sandy coastal beaches, whilst 

further inland remote and rugged mountain tops add diversity and a visual appeal 

rarely found elsewhere. Steep cliffs of the west coast are pounded by unrelenting 



Atlantic rollers offering a stark contrast with the fertile green fields of the adjacent 

sandy machair of Kilchoman, itself an area of outstanding beauty. The centre of the 

island is flatter and slightly undulating hosting many sheep farms and whatever 

cultivation can cope with climate. Further east, rough grassland and extensive 

moorlands dominate the landscape which rises slowly towards Beinn Bheigeir, the 

highest point on the island at 491 metres. It is almost impossible to go home 

disappointed.  

 

During our six-day trip we will witness one of the most outstanding wildlife experiences 

in the UK. In early spring, tens of thousands of geese will be ready to leave Islay for 

Greenland, the most numerous of which is the handsome black and white Barnacle 

Goose, with an island population of about 35000 birds. Large flocks litter the fertile 

fields and are a delight to watch. The various groups come together in huge roosts on 

the fields of the RSPB Gruinart reserve or on the salting of Loch Indaal. The next most 

common goose is the Greenland White-front, which winters exclusively in Ireland and 

the west of Britain. Over one quarter of the entire world population spends the winter 

on Islay, feeding in discreet small flocks in rough pasture and bogs where we can 

expect close and prolonged views. They are a declining species, the world population 

estimated at just over 20000 birds, so warranting the highest conservation concern of 

all the UKôs geese. Small numbers of Pale-bellied Brent and Greylag Geese make up 

variety, sometimes bolstered by a rare vagrant Snow Goose or ósmall raceô Canada 

Goose, all seen on previous visits.  



 

Geese are not the only wildfowl present, as sea and freshwater lochs hold sizeable 

flocks of Red breasted Merganser, Common Eider and Greater Scaup, plus Red-

throated Divers, Great Northern Divers and Slavonian Grebes offshore, some of which 

may be transitioning into their fine summer plumage.  

 



Scarcer wildfowl include Long-tailed Duck and perhaps a vagrant Green-winged Teal 

or even a Ring-necked Duck. Waders include Bar-tailed Godwit, Dunlin and Eurasian 

Curlew, all in good numbers. With all this birdlife around, it is not surprising that 

Peregrine, Hen Harrier, Common Buzzard and Golden Eagle are frequent components 

of the avifauna, and sightings of all these, perhaps including spectacular aerial 

courtship displays, can be expected. White-tailed Eagles have extended their range 

south from Mull and a few pairs now breed adding yet more large-raptor class to the 

daily sightings. 

Red-billed Chough has its most northerly population on Islay and it is always a 

pleasure to see this rather cheeky crow whilst listening to their squeaky ókeowô call 

notes, as they probe the rich turf of the coastal machair. 

 

BIRD LIST: Expect to see many or all of the following: Red-throated, Black-throated 

and Great Northern Diver, Slavonian Grebe, Whooper Swan, Pale-bellied Brent 

Goose, Greenland White-fronted Goose, Barnacle Goose, Greater Scaup, Common 

Eider, Long-tailed Duck, Common Scoter, Red-breasted Merganser, White-tailed 

Eagle, Golden Eagle, Hen Harrier, Common Buzzard, Merlin, Peregrine, European 

Golden Plover, Purple Sandpiper, Bar-tailed Godwit, Iceland Gull, Glaucous Gull, 

Black Guillemot, Rock Dove, Rock Pipit, European Stonechat,  Red-billed Chough, 

Common Raven, Twite. 

PHOTOGRAPHIC OPPORTUNITIES: You will definitely want your camera to hand to 

capture memories of the spectacular wildlife and the awe-inspiring scenery. Birds often 

appear close to hand and are often approachable, so good results can be expected, 

even for those using more modest bridge cameras or their mobile phones coupled to 

a telescope. 



MAMMALS & OTHER WILDLIFE: We will make a special effort to find Eurasian Otters 

which are seen rather frequently on Islay. They seem to prefer quiet sea lochs with 

plenty of seaweed where they search for fish, their favoured prey. It should be easier 

to discover both Atlantic Grey Seal and Common Seal, whilst Brown Hare, Red Deer 

and Roe Deer are rather frequent throughout.  

 

ACCOMMODATION & FOOD: Five-nights hotel accommodation on a bed and 

breakfast basis. All rooms enjoy private facilities and include a full Scottish breakfast. 

Also included is lunchtime food, which will usually be a packed lunch utilising local 

shops to provide fresh produce for sandwiches. Evening meals are at your own cost 

as this provides for greater personal choice. Within reason, special dietary 

requirements can be met with advance warning by notifying Birding Abroad via the 

booking form.  

GROUND TRANSPORT: We will use 9-seat minibuses for comfort, which are big 

enough to allow participants views from each side and are helpful if the weather is 

inclement. We can also use them as a sort of mobile hide when getting near to birds 

for photographs.    

WEATHER & CLOTHING: Though Islay is famous for a generally mild climate, it is 

best to be prepared for everything as conditions can change rapidly. Whilst the spring 

equinox brings welcome longer and lighter days, sunshine, rain and wind are all likely, 

so waterproofs, hat, gloves and boots should be deemed as essential clothing. The 

ferry crossings provide good chances to see divers and other sea duck, so a warm 

coat is advisable. Some ground is wet, so good walking shoes or boots are essential, 

though there is no need for Wellington Boots. 



EASE & PACE: Most of our birding will be undertaken on short walks from the 

vehicles. These are normally on flat ground, though hillier at the Mull of Oa which is 

undertaken at a sensible pace. 

 

PRICE: The price is to be £1245 sharing a twin or double room, which includes the 

return ferry crossings from the mainland, all local transport using a comfortable mini-

bus on Islay, five-night accommodation on a bed and breakfast basis at a comfortable 

island hotel with en-suite facilities. A full Scottish breakfast will get the day off to a 

good start and we also include packed lunches which will ensure the daily routine 

remains smooth. A single room supplement of £225 applies. 

On this tour, and to provide more personal choice, evening meals are at your own 

expense, with varied menus to suit a variety of budgets. 

JOINING THE TOUR: The official starting point is the Kennacraig ferry port, just a 

couple of miles outside the village of Tarbert. We meet here at 12:00 lunchtime on day 

1 of the tour.  

By car, arrange to arrive in good time to board the ferry, though if you are travelling 

any distance, it is more sensible to stay the previous night in Tarbert, where hotels 

and guest houses are accustomed to catering for ferry users. Parking is available at 

the terminal and some hotels allow you to leave the car whilst you are away on Islay.  

By public transport: It is also possible to travel to Kennacraig by public transport, 

utilising a train to Glasgow, from where a bus service connects with the ferry.  


