


Shetland & Fair Isle  September 8th – 17th 2011
Trip Report

Thursday September 8th
Our 10 day / 9 night tour to the Shetland mainland and Fair Isle began as the group of      Ken Harrison, Eileen Harrison, Gordon Macdonald, Beth Blenkharn and Eileen Pilling along with tour guide Stuart Meredith made our way from Lancashire towards Aberdeen in the north east of Scotland for our overnight sailing to Lerwick via Kirkwall on Orkney which departed Aberdeen at 5.30pm.
We made a stop at the Montrose Basin Seabird Centre where many Eiders were noted as well as Common, Arctic and Sandwich Terns, a few common wader species, Wigeon and Blackcap as well as a Peacock butterfly.
Lunch was taken at a cafe in Stonehaven where there were three fresh plumaged juvenile Willow Warblers feeding in the garden with Fulmar and Kittiwake offshore.
Once on board our ferry we located our cabins and then gathered at the back of the boat for a short session of birding as we left the port of Aberdeen. Birds seen included Gannets, Guillemots, Fulmars and both Great and Arctic Skuas and brief views of Minke Whale and Harbour Porpoise.
Friday September 9th
On arrival in Lerwick on Shetland we disembarked the ship and headed north a few miles to Tingwall airstrip from where we would take our twenty minute flight to Fair Isle.
On arrival on Fair Isle we were met by Susannah from the Fair Isle Bird Observatory and had soon loaded our bags into the minibus for the 2 minute drive to the ‘Obs’ where we were to stay for the next three nights. At the observatory we were given a welcome talk and a coffee before taking a pre lunch stroll as far as the island post office / shop.
The weather wasn’t great but birds logged included a Common Rosefinch in the plantation and a Barred Warbler at the PO along with more familiar species such as Rock Pipit, Meadow Pipit, Skylark, Snipe, Wheatear, Great Skua, Raven, Hooded Crow, Grey Heron, Twite, Linnet, Golden Plover, Redshank. Oystercatcher and Starling. There was also a flyover Lapland Bunting and a couple of Fair Isle Wrens.
A  walk up Ward Hill was unproductive apart from Great Skua and Wheatear while  in the north harbour a small group of waders included Sanderling, Turnstone, Ringed Plover and Dunlin amongst their ranks. Also here were Twite, Rock Pipit, Eider and a couple of Atlantic Grey Seals.
At the observatory plantation Lesser Whitethroat, Rock Pipit and Willow Warbler were noted.
Saturday September 10th
A wet and windy day started with a pre breakfast walk around the heliogoland traps with Will, one of the observatory ‘wardens’. All the traps were empty so there was nothing to ring but Will was enthusiastic and informative and a ‘birdless’ trap round walk on a place such as Fair Isle is never a chore. The traps might have been devoid of avian interest but a few species were logged and these included Blackcap, Chiffchaff, Goldcrest, Wheatear, Meadow and Rock Pipits, half a dozen Great Skuas and a Raven.
After breakfast we took a walk to the south of the island reaching as far as the lighthouse. The rain had got heavier and the wind didn’t abate either. As a consequence the birding wasn’t great and the morning totals consisted of about twenty Wheatears, a single Whinchat, about sixty Twite, numerous Rock and Meadow Pipits and a bedraggled    Common Rosefinch seen briefly through rain lashed optics. The south harbour held a Greylag Goose a flock of about forty Turnstones and there were numerous offshore Gannets. Back at the observatory a Common Whitethroat and a couple of Blackcaps were noted. 
In a bay close to the observatory Stuart had a brief and single view of a single large, black dorsal fin that must have belonged to an Orca or a Pilot Whale.
After lunch the poor weather restricted our birding to a visit to the nearby north harbour where we noted three Dunlin ( two of them obvious Alpina race ), a couple of Sanderlings, ten or so Ringed Plovers, a small flock of Twite, a Shag and the distinctive Fair Isle Wren.
Sunday September 11th
The day started rainless but was still quite windy. 
All the group joined the 7am start trap round with Jason another of the observatory ringers and were well rewarded within half an hour with perhaps the bird of the trip. The walk had been quite uneventful to begin with, with just a Wheatear caught in the traps, as we approached the plantation trap. Yesterdays Goldcrest could be heard calling from the plantation and a Garden Warbler was newly arrived and was also caught. As we were about to make our way to the nearby ringing shed to watch the caught birds being processed one of the group called a Harrier that was in flight behind us. As we turned the bird was almost level with us and an almost split second subconscious analysis revealed a burnt orange underside, distinctive ‘boa’ and neck collar and four ( not five ) ‘fingers’ at the wingtips and a white rump. Juvenile Pallid Harrier was the instant identification. The shout went up and everybody got onto the bird as the magnificent raptor sailed away and out of sight towards the south end of the island. Jason had birds in the bag to process and these were more of a priority than attempting to follow the Harrier and so he continued to the ringing shed with the excited group. Within a couple of minutes Will had arrived in the observatory minibus and Stuart jumped aboard to pursue the Harrier and to hopefully relocate it. Will was desperate to see the bird as he had missed the previous Fair Isle Pallid Harrier as recently as August. A twenty minute tour of the south island failed to produce the bird and it appeared that the Harrier had continued on through the island and out to sea towards Orkney. The group returned to the observatory for breakfast very satisfied with the mornings events.
During the morning the observatory plantation held three Blackcaps and the lone Lesser Whitethroat.
The afternoon was spent in the southern half of the island when the Pallid Harrier was relocated near the Kirk and good views were obtained of the bird in flight and on the ground. Other birds enjoyed on our stroll included a couple of Ravens, four Hooded Crows, over fifty Great Skuas, hundreds of Fulmars, Chiffchaff, Willow Warbler, a few hundred Twite, three Kestrels, a female Red breasted Merganser, thirteen Lapwings, twenty or so Snipe, a first year Common Gull, many offshore Gannets, Fair Isle Wrens, Golden Plovers and thirteen Lapland Buntings.
Monday September 12th 
The day started fine with the wind weakening but the forecast for the afternoon of rain and low mist proved to be accurate and resulted in our afternoon flight back to Shetland being cancelled.
The morning was taken up with a walk from the observatory to the south of the island as far as the Auld Haa where a couple of Common Rosefinch and Spotted Flycatcher had been reported earlier this morning. We were unsuccessful in our quest for these birds. However, we again saw the juvenile Pallid Harrier along with good numbers of Twite, Willow Warbler, Kestrel, Rock Pipits galore, a Whooper Swan and four fly over Cormorants. As we started our walk back towards the observatory and lunch the promised rain began to fall. Within a couple of hundred yards we were beckoned towards Schoolton by the resident there who informed us that a Melodious Warbler was in her garden and had been showing well as we walked along the road. We sat and waited for a while until the rain, wind and prospect of missing lunch persuaded all but Stuart to continue the stroll back to the observatory. A juvenile Common Rosefinch showed well but briefly and the Melodious Warbler gave tantalising glimpses but never for more than a second or two. Also here were Whitethroat, Blackcap and a couple of calling Lapland Buntings flew overhead. Time for lunch.
The rain continued to fall after lunch and at about 3.30pm we finally got the confirmed news that our flight was cancelled. We’d have to hope that tomorrows weather was good enough to allow us to fly or we’d have to sail back to Shetland on the ‘Good Shepherd’ which can be a bumpy ride at the best of times.
Those that had braved the conditions to visit the north harbour a couple of hundred yards away were rewarded with a Little Stint, Black Guillemot, Eider, Shag, Grey Seal and a wader flock that consisted of Dunlin, Sanderling, Ringed Plover and Turnstone.
Stuart decided that the cold wet rain and wind were just about bearable enough for another venture down south and returned to Schoolton in the hope of finding the skulking Melodious Warbler. On arrival at Schoolton the news was that the bird had moved and was heading towards Houll. Within five minutes it was relocated and showed well along a fence line. Seven Wigeon flew in adding to the pair on Da Water and a Whinchat was at the PO.
Tuesday September 13th 
The weather was fine but still windy with showers forecast throughout the day. However, these conditions were suitable enough for flights to recommence from Lerwick and at 9.30am we were at the airstrip boarding our flight back to Tingwall on mainland Shetland, although we were warned by the pilot that we may have to divert to Sumburgh if the weather or visibility got worse.
The pre breakfast trap round produced Woodpigeon, Blackbird and a couple of Blackcap as well as the juvenile Pallid Harrier again.
On arrival at Tingwall we loaded the vehicle and headed towards Walls in the west mainland of Shetland. On the way we stopped at a couple of likely looking spots but with little success apart from Black Guillemots and Shetland Wrens. A stroll around Walls to the harbour / pier produced a surprise as a Turtle Dove flew past with a couple of Rock Dove / Pigeons. It appeared to land behind a row of houses but could not be relocated. On the water near the harbour were half a dozen Black Guillemots, a couple of Shags and seventeen Grey Seals. Rock Pipits were numerous along the shore. An Arctic Tern patrolled the waters edge as three Whooper Swans. Roadside birds  included Greylag Geese flocks.
At Eshaness the wind was blowing and a heavy mist was starting to roll in off the sea. A large flock of Golden Plover contained a few Lapwings but perhaps the highlight here was the seven Ruff and Reeves that showed well. At the Eshaness Lighthouse there were numerous offshore Gannets and Fulmars, Rock Pipits and a Kestrel.

Wednesday September 14th 
Today we’d visit Fetlar. It rained. The wind blew.
On the journey between our accommodation and the ferry terminal at Toft we stopped to admire a resplendent breeding plumaged Red throated Diver and also noted a couple of Whooper Swans, Ravens and Hooded Crows as well as Black Guillemots on the crossing to Yell.
Birds were not apparent on Fetlar as the dire weather made the birding quite unpleasant. However an elusive Yellow browed Warbler was seen by some of the group at the Funzie Hide as were Teal, Tufted Duck and Snipe. Great Skua was common and the Fetlar list was completed by Hooded Crow, Raven, Wheatear, Arctic Tern, Gannet, Curlew and Lapwing. Our Otter hotspot failed to produce the goods but this wasn’t a surprise given the atrocious conditions.
Thursday September 15th
Today we planned to visit Unst and also intended to return to Fetlar to revisit the Otter hotspot that had never previously let us down.
However, an obliging Otter at the Toft ferry terminal and further excellent views of another at the Gutcher ferry terminal determined that we’d only visit Unst with no need to revisit our previously Otterless Otter hotspot on Fetlar.
On Unst we headed for the Hermaness NNR at the northern end of the island. Here, the most obvious birds were the thousand plus Gannets some of which still had young in the nest. Also here were about a hundred and fifty Great Skua and fifty or so Ravens. Half the group took an extended walk to view Muckle Flugga – the most northerly point of the UK.
At Saxa Vord Swallow and Blackbird were noted and a visit was made to the chocolate factory and shop.
Halligarth has produced good birds in the past and today our visit resulted in Blackcaps, Yellow browed Warbler, Garden Warbler, Robin and Wren.
Otter was again seen at Toft ferry terminal as we returned to the mainland and also here were Grey Seal, Ringed Plover, Turnstone, Curlew, Dunlin and Sanderling.
Friday September 16th
This afternoon we were to return to Aberdeen from Lerwick so after breakfast we headed to the south mainland where we’d spend the rest of the day.
Our first stop at a loch on the A970 was an Otter false alarm as a possible sighting was probably a distant  Grey Seal.
At the Geosetter Burn we’ve usually been lucky on previous trips and therefore decided that we’d pay a visit to see if any birds were at this usually productive migrant trap. As we arrived a Goldcrest was calling ( sounding a little like Firecrest ) and there was also a Blackcap and a Chiffchaff but best of all was a juvenile Barred Warbler that performed well after initially being very elusive.
At the Loch of Spiggie seven Whooper Swans were amongst twenty Mutes. Also here were bathing Great Skuas,Wigeon, Teal, a trio of Black tailed Godwits and a dozen Ravens on a carcass.
At Quendale a tip off from a friend of Stuarts led us to good views of Yellow browed Warbler and a couple of Green Sandpipers as well as Wigeon, Siskins and a few Swallows.
After coffee at a local mill we headed for Lerwick  and our return ferry to Aberdeen and a rough overnight crossing.
Saturday September 17th
We arrived in Aberdeen on schedule and departed the Granite City heading south back to England via Glasgow and Dundee where we had breakfast.
An enjoyable trip ended back in the north west mid afternoon.
