LATVIA AND LITHUANIA – JEWELS OF THE BALTIC
Dates - 7 to 14 May 2023
TOUR OVERVIEW: Latvia was once the secret hide-away of the Prussian aristocracy, attracted here by
unspoiled countryside teeming in game and wildfowl. Later, the Soviet elite would enjoy weekends
hunting its marshes and ancient forests or taking a stroll along a deserted Baltic beach searching for
amber washed up by the tide. Nobility from that time acquired vast estates and became political
leaders, ensuring such splendid natural resources survived intact to the modern day. The peace-loving
Latvians have been welcomed into the European Union and a low population density continues to
safeguard the stunning wilderness which covers much of the land.
Neighbouring Lithuania has undergone rapid modernisation since becoming independent from the
Soviet Union in 1990. Large areas of the country are occupied by unspoiled national parks whilst the
people retain a strong reputation for hospitality. There remains a reverence for tradition, exemplified
by the Baroque finery of its cities, the small time-honoured cottage craft industries of the countryside,
its medieval-style castles and even the drinking of mead, all of which blend easily with the modern to
create a charming, welcoming and justly proud country. We will spend two days in Lithuania, targeting
prized woodland birds such as the shy and retiring Ural Owl and much more.

Our tour focuses on three bird rich areas. We begin with in Latvia with two nights in the Kemeri
National Park. Visitors have long been captivated by its beautiful location and exceptional birdlife.
Close to Riga airport, this national park comprises a huge area of lakes, reedbeds and forest where
breeding birds include Eurasian Pygmy-owl, Red-necked Grebe, Savi’s Warbler, Icterine Warbler and
Red-breasted Flycatcher. No less than eight species of woodpecker are found in Latvia, and we have
good chances to see them all, including the elusive Three-toed Woodpecker. Some even breed around

our hotel where we have previously seen both Grey-headed and Middle-spotted Woodpecker nesting
in the same tree from the dining room windows!
Grey-headed Woodpecker - its plaintiff
ringing calls alert us to their presence

A two-night trip over the border into Lithuania provides a wonderful opportunity to see Ural Owl, a
real phantom of the forest and truly a star bird. The forests here are also alive with woodpeckers, and
since our local guide monitors their nest sites, we have excellent chances to discover any not seen in
Kemeri, including the difficult to pin down White-backed Woodpecker. Lakes in the Biržai region host
nesting Black Terns, and perhaps a passing White-winged Tern or two. Waders such as Temminck’s
Stint and Wood Sandpiper break their northward journeys to feed here whilst flamboyantly dressed
Ruff practice their moves at temporary lek sites. Black Stork breed in damp and boggy areas where
mammals can include Eurasian Beaver, which incidentally has previously been seen several times from
our hotel patio. Thousands of Barnacle Geese, Tundra Bean Geese and Greater White-fronted Geese
amass on river floodplain meadows, en-route from wintering grounds in Holland to their Arctic nesting
sites in Russia. Such gatherings can attract the occasional rarity of course, perhaps including a vividly
coloured and highly prized, Red-breasted Goose. Common Cranes frequent roadside fields and bogs
where hunting Montagu’s Harrier or Lesser Spotted Eagle are likely. An expert local guide will ensure
that we are in the right places at the right time and also provide contact with other local birders who
have their finger on the pulse of any important bird news.
Cape Kolka projects northwards from the Latvian coast into the Baltic Sea. It is rightly regarded as one
of the foremost spring migration sites in the whole of Western Europe. The sky can be filled with
passerines and raptors, all heading north along the Baltic coast becoming funnelled to a point where
forested dunes project narrowly into the sea. Their next stop could be Estonia, Scandinavia or Russia,

and with the right conditions, flocks pass directly overhead each morning. Among the hordes of
finches, buntings and pipits, we will try to pick out rarer fare such as a Citrine Wagtail or Eurasian
Golden Oriole, but the sheer volume of birds creates a scene so exciting that rare birds become
incidental. Night-singing Thrush Nightingale can pause their migration near the hotel, but in a very
pleasant way; their singing can keep you awake at night!
Birding in the Baltic is in its infancy, and new discoveries are to be made with some frequency. This
week-long tour will be unhurried, with no need for very early starts. We use 9-seater minibuses for
comfort and for ease of access along remote forest tracks. Hours of darkness are quite short at this
time of year, so bird activity is spread throughout the day and peak activity is rarely at dawn. For that
reason, we do things at a relaxed pace with breakfast at about 7.00am and dinner at about 7.30pm.
Many birds can be found in the hotel grounds or on short walks from them, so this is an ideal tour for
those who may wish to relax some days or enjoy a pleasant walk along a quiet Baltic beach. The
Latvians have excellent bird watching towers in some locations where views of wetlands are enhanced
but climbing these is optional.
We intend to soak up local culture and history where possible, including a visit to a Lithuanian castle
for lunch.
Photographic opportunities abound, including many around the accommodations and the expertise
of our local guides will ensure those with cameras can make the most the wonderful array of birds on
offer.

Red-breasted Flycatcher – a lovely male is always a group pleaser

There will be frequent opportunities to see other wildlife too. Mammal watchers should keep an eye
out for Roe and Red Deer, Wild Boar, Elk, Red Squirrel and Eurasian Beaver, whilst Pine Marten is
elusive and not frequently seen. Eurasian Lynx and Grey Wolf occur but of course seeing them would
require a large measure of good luck. Butterflies include Green Hairstreak and the Map butterfly, and
the occasional Camberwell Beauty fresh out of hibernation. Adder and Grass Snake are possible too.
The weather is similar to that of the UK at this time of year with chances of sun, cloud and rain all on
the same day. We usually have nice dry, sunny weather however as Latvia is drier than the UK, with
the wind direction affecting the temperature. It can feel quite cold if wind comes from the north when
a hat and gloves will be needed, but equally it may be hot enough for shorts and a T-shirt.
BIRD LIST: We have a reasonable chance of seeing a good percentage of the birds listed below: Hazel
Hen, Western Capercaillie, Black Grouse, Whooper Swan, Tundra Bean Goose, Long-tailed Duck,
Velvet Scoter, Smew, Red-necked Grebe, Corncrake, Little Crake, Common Crane, Black-throated
Diver, Black Stork, Ruff, Temminck’s Stint, Wood Sandpiper, Marsh Sandpiper, Little Gull, Whiskered
Tern, White-winged Tern, Black Tern, Eurasian Pygmy-owl, Ural Owl, European Honey-buzzard, Lesser
Spotted Eagle, Golden Eagle, Pallid Harrier, Montagu’s Harrier, Northern Goshawk, White-tailed Seaeagle, Common Hoopoe, Eurasian Wryneck, Grey-headed Woodpecker, Black Woodpecker, Threetoed Woodpecker, Middle Spotted Woodpecker, Lesser Spotted Woodpecker, White-backed
Woodpecker, Red-backed Shrike, Northern Nutcracker, Crested Tit, Eurasian Penduline-tit, Woodlark,
Crested Lark, Bearded Reedling, Icterine Warbler, Blyth’s Reed Warbler, Great Reed-warbler, Savi’s
Warbler, Ring Ouzel, Bluethroat, Thrush Nightingale, Red-breasted Flycatcher, Common Redstart,
Citrine Wagtail, Hawfinch, Common Rosefinch, Red Crossbill, European Serin, Ortolan Bunting.

Western Capercaillie - largest of the Eurasian grouse, with a spectacular display

ACCOMMODATION & FOOD: Friendly local hotels have been sourced with modern facilities suitable
for the western traveller. They are located at the heart of the birding action, and we can often be the
only occupants. Set meals use excellent traditional local food, lunches are usually a picnic or packed
lunch, though we may return for lunch at the hotel whilst at Cape Kolka.
PRICE: The price of this 8-day tour is to be £1985 which includes all local transport using modern
minibus, the services of Birding Abroad leaders, accommodation in twin-bedded rooms, breakfast,
lunch and dinner (beginning with snacks on arrival on 7 May and ending with lunch on 14 May),
mineral water throughout, all entrance fees to national parks and monuments listed in the itinerary.
Single supplement is to be £235.
Not included are international flights (expect to pay about £250), any drinks not provided with meals,
alcoholic drinks and personal items such as laundry. Travel insurance is compulsory. To ensure a place
on this exciting tour, please return a completed booking form with a £300 deposit.

Camberwell Beauty - heralding
spring in Eastern Europe
GROUP SIZE AND LEADER: The tour will proceed with 5 clients and a leader, with a maximum of 10
clients and 2 leaders in two minivans. The primary leader for this tour will be our good friend Phil
Palmer. He has a great deal of experience in the region, having led many trips to the Baltic region,
including annual tours to Estonia from 2000. Phil began visiting Latvia in 2012, becoming smitten by
its bird life and has led seven wonderful tours there, more than any other European tour leader. He
will be accompanied by the country’s top birder who also monitors and rings breeding raptors there.
FLIGHT OPTIONS: Several airlines offer flights to Riga from the UK. We presently recommend the
short direct flights offered by Ryanair, which depart Leeds/Bradford and Stansted airports late
afternoon and arrive back in the evening. KLM fly from almost every UK airport including Manchester
and Heathrow so, if you prefer, you can choose to go via Amsterdam. We will let you know which
flights the Birding Abroad leader(s) will be taking, so that you can travel with us if you wish.

DAY TO DAY ITINERARY
Sunday 7 May 2023
The tour commences with the arrival of your Birding Abroad leader at Riga airport. Current flight
schedules arrive in the late evening, from where it is just a 40-minute drive to our rural hotel in the
forests at Kemeri National Park. Here we will head to bed ready for our first bird watching in the
following morning. Night hotel in Kemeri National Park.
Monday 8 May 2023
May is a crucial month in the Latvian birding calendar. The first spring arrivals include European Pied
Flycatchers and Wood Warblers which sing commonly in the hotel garden. As we enter damper and
older patches of forest, we will soon be listening for the first Red-breasted Flycatcher of the spring.
We often see Eurasian Pygmy-owl in the same forest as well as several woodpecker species.

Eurasian Pygmy-owl - diminutive, but fierce, watching us watching it

From birding towers, we can scan vast swaying reedbeds that resound to the ‘booming’ of Great
Bitterns, the ‘pinging’ of Bearded Tits, the croak of Great Reed-warblers and the reel of Savi’s
Warblers, which only become silent when a White-tailed Sea-eagle enter the air above. Eurasian
Hobbies should be on the move, pausing to snatch dragonflies, and it is possible to count double
figures of these exciting falcons on occasion. We will check thoroughly the waterfowl for Garganey,
Red-necked Grebe and Smew, all splendid in immaculate breeding plumage. Night hotel in Kemeri
National Park
Tuesday 9 May 2023
A riverside walk in the hotel grounds leads to a small lake, ideal for an optional pre-breakfast stroll
and some nice ornithological surprises. Breakfast is taken in a large conservatory, offering magnificent
views with perhaps a woodpecker or two performing outside. Goosander fly through the trees to their
cavity nests, Common Kingfisher and Common Sandpipers breed along the river and regular birds
include Common Firecrest, Crested Tit and the stunning white-headed race of Long-tailed Tit.

Northern race Long-tailed Tit - eye-catchingly pretty

After breakfast, we will head off south towards Lithuania. Springtime floods dampen meadows, and
this is where we can expect to see high numbers of passage waders and geese. Day counts of Ruff vary
year by year, but we can easily expect double figures, and sometimes up to one thousand birds, all in
exquisite summer colours, fighting and fluttering in their leks showing off their finery. Spotted
Redshanks will be in fine sooty black attire and, if we are fortunate, we might pick out a real rarity
such as a Marsh Sandpiper, a Broad-billed Sandpiper or a Temminck’s Stint – all seen on previous
tours.

Groups of migrating Common Cranes will still be heading north and they often join the goose flocks to
feed, whilst the local breeding cranes will by now be incubating their eggs.
En-route to Lithuania, open agricultural landscapes with huge pastures and adjoining woodland
provide a chance to spot a displaying Montagu’s Harrier or a hunting Lesser Spotted Eagle, or maybe
a flock of resting Whooper Swans. Night at Biržai.
Wednesday 10 May 2023
This morning we will venture into the forest accompanied by a local woodsman guide who monitors
the nesting Ural Owl population. We have had great views in the past, timing our visit to include the
possibility of seeing them hunting in daytime.

A snoozing Ural Owl – a shy and retiring bird of dense forests.

Our guide’s intimate knowledge of the birds along the various tracts should enable us to catch up with
any gaps in our woodpecker list. Northern Nutcrackers also breed here but their numbers are dictated
by food availability, so each year varies, and they are not always guaranteed. Black Stork, Northern
Goshawk and Lesser Spotted Eagle breed so we must keep our eyes to the sky, while butterfly
afficionados can check out sunny forest rides inhabited by the lovely Camberwell Beauty butterflies.
Taking a coffee break in the woods, we have chance to see an Elk cross the trails, or perhaps a Red
Squirrel and more rarely a Pine Martin.

Red Squirrel – common still in European woodland

We hope to arrange lunch in the stately Biržai Castle, whose gardens are home to European Serin,
Black Redstart and Hawfinch, as pictured below.

A nearby lake in the afternoon offers the chance for all three marsh tern species: Black, White-winged
and Whiskered. Red-necked Grebe is possible here too and we will listen for the first Common
Rosefinch or Icterine Warbler of the year. Even besides the hotel, scrubby habitat usually has a singing
Eurasian Golden Oriole and for those that want a stroll after dinner, it is possible to see Eurasian
Beaver. Sleeping with a window open could be awkward as Thrush Nightingales can be loud here!
Night at Biržai.
Thursday 11 May 2023
A nearby small village reservoir with extensive reedbeds provides home for Eurasian Penduline-tit and
Little Crake, both of which can be secretive at times. Adjoining gardens may host a cryptically coloured
Eurasian Wryneck, their plaintiff calls being a good give away to their presence.

Eurasian Wryneck - a hole nester, typically in old orchards
sharing the habitat with Red-backed Shrike
At any time of the day, large numbers of geese and cranes could pass overhead, and we could see
raptors such as European Honey-buzzards and Montagu’s Harrier both on their journey north at this
time of year.
By late morning, we will be leaving Lithuania back into Latvia towards Cape Kolka on the Baltic coast,
stopping for a picnic lunch along the way. The rural landscape is charming, ablaze with golden, flowerfilled meadows that stretch over the horizon and dotted with dew ponds, cowslips, pansies and
medieval manor houses complete with White Stork nests. Night at Cape Kolka.
Friday 12 May 2023
Our daily routine at Cape Kolka will be governed by the weather and prospects for migration; this is
what makes Kolka so exciting. As a rule, each morning we will take a flask of coffee and head out to
the viewpoint at about 6am to stand on the small beach where the forest meets the sea. If conditions
allow passerines and raptors head over the trees, right above our heads and out to sea. If the weather
is not quite perfect, they may dither, circle around for a while before trying again later. Our hotel is
only a five-minute walk from the sea for those seeking a peaceful stroll.

On the sea, there are usually hundreds, perhaps even thousands of Common Scoters and Long-tailed
Ducks as well as numerous Black-throated Divers. If the wind does not favour land birds, these seabirds
may file past or swirl around Riga Bay in big flocks.

An exquisite Bluethroat - a great songster and mimic which enjoys showing off its colours

After a couple of hours, we return to the hotel for breakfast before continuing the watch. The range
of potential species is tremendous. The majority usually comprise Common Chaffinches, Siskins and
Bramblings, with smaller numbers of buntings and Tree Pipits. Amongst them we might hear or see
Woodlark, Common Crossbill, a variety of hirundines, swifts, and pigeons, whilst less likely birds we
have seen in the past include Eurasian Golden Oriole, Common Hoopoe, Rose-coloured Starling and
Red-throated Pipit. When the wind is against them, wagtails drop onto the beach in large numbers
consisting mostly of White Wagtail and Grey-headed Wagtail. Smaller numbers of Blue-headed
Wagtail occur, and we have regularly found Citrine Wagtail here.
Citrine Wagtail – a species which has expanded westwards in recent times

Curious and memorable encounters include a Temminck’s Stint dropping out of the sky to land at our
feet, a Baltic race of Common Seal eyeing us up as we rested on a picnic bench and a Eurasian Beaver,
as below, walking out of the sea to dry itself before heading up the beach and off into the trees!

Raptor passage can be tremendous here with frequent Eurasian Hobby, Merlin and Eurasian
Sparrowhawk all passing at close range. Early morning seems best for Pallid Harrier, a rare bird but
one we have managed to see annually here.
As the day progresses, and visible passerine migration eases, a nearby private garden offers seating
areas and relaxation as well as a more open view of the sky. This is the best place to spot the larger
raptors that tend to pass through later in the day. Western Marsh-harrier, Common Buzzard and
White-tailed Sea-eagle are the most plentiful and, if cold weather on previous days has delayed them,
we may see late Rough-legged Buzzards. Conversely, if the weather has been warm, then more
Eurasian Honey-buzzards can be expected. Among them, we have enjoyed rarities such as Red-footed
Falcon, Golden Eagle, Black Kite and Red Kite - scenarios and surprises which tempt bird watchers back
time after time. The hotel garden has some lovely habitat and is very attractive to birds, where
amongst the more routine Blackcaps, Garden Warblers and Lesser Whitethroats, we have previously
seen Red-backed Shrike, Ortolan Bunting, Crested Lark, Common Redstart, Hawfinch, Bluethroat, Ring
Ouzel, Blyth’s Reed-warbler and Red-rumped Swallow. Night at Cape Kolka.
Saturday 13 May 2023
Those wanting more of the thrill of seeing migration in action can head back to the Cape again. As well
as the well-known migratory species mentioned above, who would have thought that Eurasian
Magpies, Rooks, Blue Tits, Coal Tits and Great Tits migrate! Being less formidable travellers, many are
nervous of venturing out to sea and rise above the beach, only to plummet back into bushes afraid of
what lies before them. Sometimes small groups panic above the waves before returning to try again
an hour later.
If the weather is not conducive to migration or things are quiet, we will search nearby forest glades
for species of grouse, including Western Capercaillie, Black Grouse and Hazel Grouse which all come
to take grit at the roadside once their early morning displays have ended.
Black Grouse - males in the morning light

Latvia has high populations of all three grouse species which also like to drink or take a sand bath in
the warmth of the afternoon sun. Driving slowly, looking carefully around and remaining in the vehicle
is the approach which with luck, will allow us to have some great views.
We will also fill the time trying to catch up with species that are arriving late, and we may get chance
to see a Corncrake rather than just hearing one! The area is good for Wild Boar and deer are plentiful
too. Night again at Cape Kolka.
Sunday 14 May 2023
After breakfast we can spend a morning witnessing the marvels of Cape Kolka, before making our way
back to Riga after lunch. On the way, we hope to get chance to check out some wet meadows where
migrant waders and terns often pause, hopefully providing one or two new species for the trip. We
will arrive back to the airport in good time to get dinner before the evening flight home.
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