
 



Seabirds and cetaceans (whales and dolphins) have such a captivating grip on our 

imagination that the opportunity to spend a week seeking them out in one of the 

most breathtakingly beautiful places in the world is a mouth-watering prospect.  

The North-West of Scotland and the Western Isles provide a truly majestic backdrop 

to this new tour. We will gaze out to sea from dramatic headlands, walk on remote 

pristine shores and step aboard a variety of boats to get intimate views of some of 

the UK’s most memorable wild creatures. We have timed this tour to coincide with 

the southward migration of the seabirds and the peak period for cetacean diversity in 

Scottish waters. 

Our journey begins in Inverness, where our party will gather before heading for the 

nearby shores of the Moray Firth. Our first stop, Chanonry Point, is arguably the best 

mainland dolphin watchpoint in the UK. Here the world’s most northerly population of 

Bottlenose Dolphins chase the summer-run of salmon and on a rising tide it is quite 

common for a dozen or more dolphins to be just a few metres offshore. On many 

days it is possible to capture close-ups of the cavorting dolphins with a modern 

compact camera.

 

At this time of year Chanonry will also provide some good seabird action and we can 

anticipate Sandwich, Common and Arctic Terns to pass the point. 

From here we will travel to the Tarbat Ness and hope for further dolphin and seabird 

encounters but we will also have a better chance of spotting one of the regular Minke 

Whales that gather to feed in the North Sea at this time of year. 
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By the end of the afternoon it will be time to head across country to our first west 

coast base, Gairloch Highland Lodge and the glorious area around this small port. 

This will be our base for the next three nights as we explore numerous coastal 

hotspots. From here (weather permitting) we will join the Hebridean Whale Cruises 

team as we discover ‘The Minch’ one of the most cetacean rich stretches of water in 

the UK. In addition we will enjoy a superb array of seabirds that will probably include 

our closest encounters with Black Guillemots and Black-throated Divers, many of 

which will still be in full summer plumage. 
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The weather will strongly dictate our daily itinerary, calm weather will increase our 

cetacean sightings, whilst windy conditions will bring some very interesting seabirds 

close to the shore, with just a little good fortune we will enjoy an interesting mix of 

skuas, shearwaters and petrels from headlands like Red Point and Rua Reidh. 

Seabirds won’t be the only thing that will draw our focus, the area is justly famous for 

its raptors and without doubt the star attraction is likely to be the enormous White-

tailed Eagle. This leviathan of the skies finds this stretch of the west coast very much 

to its liking so any disturbances amongst the local gulls or wading birds should keep 

the watchful observer full of keen anticipation.  

Southern based birdwatchers in the group will also appreciate many other birds that 

occur abundantly locally. Carrion Crows won’t illicit a second glance for many 

birdwatchers in England but the chance to get close views of Hooded Crow 

(Hoodies) adds an extra dimension to the birding. Similarly the Linnets perched on 

the wires will most likely require a second glance as the region is home to a healthy 

population of Twite. 

The Minch is home to a wealth of sea life and the coast here provides a real 

opportunity get to grips with Otters as well as Atlantic Grey and Harbour Seals. Out 

on the water the big fins don’t all belong to cetaceans, for this is also one of the 
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premier places in the UK to encounter the world’s second largest fish, the Basking 

Shark. These gentle giants can exceed 30ft in length and they are frequently 

observed filter feeding for zoo plankton in these rich waters. 

The same richness supports a complex web of life culminating in the lunge-feeding 

Minke Whales. Boat trips out from Gairloch frequently have intimate encounters with 

these slender rorquals as they sift fish and crustaceans from the ocean soup. They 

are joined at the feast by delightful and energetic Short-beaked Common Dolphins 

and possibly Risso’s Dolphins. Closer to shore Harbour Porpoises are readily 

spotted in calm conditions. 

There is also a realistic chance of coming face to face with one of the most 

charismatic creatures on the planet, these monochromatic wanderers are true ocean 

super-predators; the ‘King of the Dolphins’;  the Orca. The Minch is a major part of 

the summer range of the ‘West Coast Community’ of Orcas and these particular 

Orcas are specialist mammal hunters. 
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There is so much to see and enjoy in this area that it will be hard to drag ourselves 

away but we will say goodbye to Gairloch and head for the port of Ullapool and 

board the ferry to the Isle of Lewis. The ferry crosses an important cetacean hotspot 

and it will be a rare crossing at this time of year not to spy pods of dolphins and a 

Minke whale or two. Seabirds are also to the fore and we should get a close flyby 

from a few Bonxies (Great Skuas) as they harass the Gannets for their fish. If you 

are lucky you may even see a Bonxie grab a Gannet’s wing-tip and flip it over forcing 

it to disgorge its recently caught prey. 
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After making landfall at the port of Stornoway, we will let the weather dictate our next 

move. If the weather is particularly calm we may head straight for Tiumpan Head, 

otherwise we will drive across to the west coast of Lewis to the stunning scenery of 

Uig bay and our superior accommodation of Baile na Cille, first class food and a 

simply breathtaking setting. To top it all off you may even find a Corncrake in the 

garden. 
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Lewis is a land of superlatives and it is home to some spectacular headlands. Two 

will be essential on our itinerary if we are to catch up with some of our target species. 

Top of the list will be the aforementioned Tiumpan Head, just North of Stornoway, a 

cold deep-water channel just off the head brings cetaceans close in shore and 

among them are White-beaked Dolphins. This headland probably provides more 

sightings of this chunky, stubby-beaked cetacean than any other land-based locality 

in the UK. We will scan the turbulent waters off the head to spot their tall sickle 

shaped fins and pale saddles arcing through the water. 

The most northerly point of the western isles is the famous Butt of Lewis; this 

headland juts out into the North Atlantic and is justly renowned for its seabirds and 

cetacean sightings. White-beaked and Risso’s Dolphin will again be a possibility but 

there are many other species that could make an appearance including mouth-

watering species such as Long-finned Pilot Whale, Atlantic White-sided Dolphin and 

even Striped Dolphin. 

North-Westerly winds may well bring a succession of sought-after seabirds and 

could well include Sooty, Manx and maybe one of the rarer Shearwaters, alongside 

the Fulmars, skuas, auks and divers. 

Throughout our stay on Lewis we will keep a watchful eye on the weather and if a 

calm sea period is forthcoming we will have the option to add on the rare opportunity 

to take a boat trip to St Kilda. (the cost of this optional trip is not included in the 

standard tour costs). This is a full day trip with several hours on the island, the 

lengthy period on a small boat maybe a little onerous for some but the pay-off is 

worth it and we may have close encounters with many seabirds including Leach’s 

and European Storm-petrels. Various whales and dolphins are also present, 

including the tantalising possibility of a mysterious ‘beaked’ whale. Once ashore we 

will seek out the endemic St Kilda Wren and the ancient Soay Sheep.  The two 
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leader tour does mean that we have the ability to cater for those not wishing to visit 

St Kilda. 

Lewis is a fabulous location for a bird that is the epitome of the Highlands and 

Islands. Close encounters with the majestic Golden Eagle are almost guaranteed 

and we will be passing a number of favoured locations. 

Just because this tour is called Seabirds and Cetaceans don’t imagine we will ignore 

the wonderful wealth of alternative wildlife on offer. Waders will be streaming through 

the island and we will call in at a number of notable spots. Those pesky pigeons that 

gather in city centres take on a different meaning here on Lewis as this is the home 

of genuine Rock Doves and even the bees will be closely scrutinised for here we find 

the increasingly rare Great Yellow Bumblebee. 

Additionally Lewis is full of interest from a human civilisation perspective, from the 

superb Stones of Callanish to the Bosta Iron Age Village. Lewis was settled by 

Vikings and there is a rich heritage descended from their presence on the isles and 

lovers of the game of Chess will doubtless want to see the famous Lewis Chessmen 

statues. Our home base of Uig has a small museum that traces their discovery and 

is well worth a visit. 

Despite their steadily greying hair Jeff and Martyn are full of boyish enthusiasm for 

the wildlife and scenic drama of the area and you can be assured that they will 
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ensure that everyone gets to see and enjoy as much as possible to deliver a truly 

memorable tour. 

Cost and Booking details for the tour can be found on the Field Studies Council 

website. Follow the link below. 

http://www.field-studies-council.org/individuals-and-

families/courses/2016/ho/seabirds-and-cetaceans-59678.aspx 

If you would like to find out more information about the tour contact the tour leaders 

on: Jeff Clarke – 01925 790753, or Martyn Jamieson - 01870 610759 

For more information about the tour leaders visit their websites. 

Jeff Clarke http://www.jeffclarkeecology.co.uk/ 

Martyn Jamieson https://wildscotlandfsc.wordpress.com/our-man-on-uist/ 

Suggested Equipment 

Binoculars (Essential) 

Telescope (Recommended) if you do not have telescope we have limited number 

that we can loan out for the duration of the tour. 

Notebook 

flask 

Lunch box 

rucksack 

Portable seat (The best type are usually three legged stools) 

Full set of waterproofs 

Hat and gloves (It can get surprisingly cold out on the water) 

Seasickness Tablets 

Lens cloths to remove salt from optics 

Cameras and Lenses (This trip will provide many brilliant photographic opportunities) 

Recommended Reading 

Collins Bird Guide 

Mark Carwardine’s Guide to Whale Watching in Britain and Europe 

Whales and Dolphins of Great Britain by Dylan Walker 

Web-based information 

http://www.whaledolphintrust.co.uk/species-common.asp 

http://www.whaledolphintrust.co.uk/species-rare.asp 

Selected Target Species 

Cetaceans 

24 species of whale and dolphin have been recorded off the west coast of Scotland. 

We hope to spot a good percentage of those listed below and the most likely are 

highlighted in bold type. 

http://www.field-studies-council.org/individuals-and-families/courses/2016/ho/seabirds-and-cetaceans-59678.aspx
http://www.field-studies-council.org/individuals-and-families/courses/2016/ho/seabirds-and-cetaceans-59678.aspx
http://www.jeffclarkeecology.co.uk/
https://wildscotlandfsc.wordpress.com/our-man-on-uist/
http://www.whaledolphintrust.co.uk/species-common.asp
http://www.whaledolphintrust.co.uk/species-rare.asp


 

Minke Whale 

Northern Bottlenose Whale 

Bottlenose Dolphin 

Short-beaked Common Dolphin 

Striped Dolphin 

White-beaked Dolphin 

Atlantic White-sided Dolphin 

Risso’s Dolphin 

Orca 

Long-finned Pilot Whale 

Harbour Porpoise 

Fin Whale 

Humpback Whale 

Other Mammals: 

 

Harbour Seal 

Atlantic Grey Seal 

Otter 

Pine Marten 

Wildcat 

Red Deer 

Soay Sheep (St Kilda) 

 

Other Marine animals: 

Basking Shark 

Ocean Sunfish 

 

Seabirds 

The selected list below does not feature any grebes, ducks, or gulls of which we 

would expect to see many. Those in bold type are the most likely to be recorded. 

 

Red throated Diver 

Black throated Diver 

Great Northern Diver 

Fulmar 

Cory’s Shearwater 

Great Shearwater 

Sooty Shearwater 

Manx Shearwater 



European Storm-Petrel 

Leach’s Storm-Petrel 

Pomarine Skua 

Arctic Skua 

Long-tailed Skua 

Great Skua (Bonxie) 

Little Tern 

Sandwich Tern 

Common Tern 

Arctic Tern 

Common Guillemot 

Black Guillemot (Tystie) 

Razorbill 

Puffin 

 

Raptors (Selected Checklist) 

 

Red Kite 

White-tailed Eagle 

Hen Harrier 

Golden Eagle 

Osprey 

Merlin 

Peregrine 

Other Birds of note: 

 

Corncrake 

Rock Dove 

St Kilda Wren (guaranteed if we can get to St Kilda) 

Hooded Crow 

Twite 

Scottish Crossbill 

We will of course record many other species of birds during the tour, for instance we 

anticipate a lengthy list of waders, including some scarcer species. As for the 

cetaceans our chances of connecting with some of the rarer species will be 

governed by how much time and effort we put into staring at the sea. What we see 

will inevitably be determined by a combination of effort and luck and as ever wildlife 

sightings cannot by guaranteed. The weather will be a big influence on what we see 

where and when we see it. 

FSC: Seabirds and Cetaceans Tour 24th – 30th Aug 2015 Brochure V3 

4th January 2016. 


