
VISIBLE MIGRATION WATCHING 

 
 
Introduction 
 
We're very lucky in Dorset to be able to enjoy one of the biggest thrills in the annual birding 
calendar. People travel hundreds of miles to witness the famed autumn migration spectacles 
in Cape May (New Jersey), Gibraltar, Batumi (Georgia) and such places but we can 
experience some of that magic every year right here in Dorset. Migration routes in Britain 
take birds mainly along coastlines or major rivers and Dorset’s varied coastline and south 
coast location provide excellent opportunities for 'vis-mig' watching. In fact, it’s one of the 
best counties in the UK. It's a rather different approach compared to what most birdwatchers 
are used to. As with seawatching, it usually involves staying in one place but for vis-mig you 
need mainly to listen rather than look. This article provides advice on when, where, how 
what you can expect to see, some theories as to what’s happening, how to learn the 
necessary skills, what the numbers might be telling us and how you can record your 
observations. 
 
 
Where? 
 
The best spots are headlands along the Dorset coast, such as Hengistbury Head, Ballard 
Down, Durlston Head, St Aldhelm's Head, Portland Bill and the West Cliff at West Bay. 
Some coastal locations that aren’t headlands are excellent too, particularly South Haven, 
Lodmoor and East Bexington (between Abbotsbury beach and West Bexington). These 
places are all regularly watched by local aficionados, most of whom share their daily results 
through X/Twitter, BlueSky, or the Bird Club Forum. The annual Dorset Bird Report gives 
cumulative migrant numbers of each species from key sites. 
 

 
Linnets streaming past the Upper Light - Portland Bill - October 2024 – Martin Cade 

 
 



There are other good places that don't get watched as regularly. Anywhere on the coast will 
have migrants passing through, and hilltop sites away from the coast are good. Visible 
migration is often noticed at inland lakes too, perhaps because of attentive observers, a 
clear view to the horizon, or birds drawn to these noticeable bodies of water. I recommend 
trying any high point near where you live. The town of Poole is known to be on a major 
migration route, so watching from any garden in the conurbation could be particularly 
productive. The same applies to Weymouth and Dorchester too, perhaps to a lesser extent, 
and it’s probably the same in most towns and villages, but unless you try, you don't know! 
And the Bird Club only knows about vis-mig sightings through the reports people submit. 
 
On 16 October 2005, there was a coordinated bird count at locations across Dorset and 
neighbouring counties. Luckily, it was a really good day with plenty of birds passing 
overhead. The most birds were seen at Hengistbury Head (14,204) and South Haven 
(10,316). Durlston Head, East Bexington and West Bay all recorded more than 5,000 birds 
and several inland sites also did well including Longham Lakes (1,299), Rawlsbury Camp 
(1,142) and Renscombe Hill (1,057). Such big movements were not seen, however, at all 
coastal sites. Less than 400 birds were recorded at Ringstead Bay and even Portland Bill 
only recorded 858 birds that day – but still enough to make for a couple of hours’ happy 
birding! Possible reasons for variation between sites are discussed later. An article by Tom 
Brereton giving full results for the day is in the 2005 Dorset Bird Report. 
 
In autumn 2024, there were excellent vis-mig watches from the coastal sites mentioned 
above and also from Allington Hill (Bridport) and Pentridge Down. I was disappointed that my 
own local site of Maumbury Rings (Dorchester) did not produce a Hawfinch in 2024, unlike 
other inland sites, and migration was generally thin, but on our local bird group watches at 
Maumbury Rings we did record Tree Pipit and Stock Dove along with plenty of migrating 
Meadow Pipits, Pied Wagtails, Woodpigeons, Jackdaws and singles of Jay, Mistle Thrush 
and Sparrowhawk. 
 

 
Migrating Redwing – Portland Bill – November 2024 – Martin Cade 

 
 



When? 
 
Early morning is essential, any time from dawn to three hours after dawn. If you want to be 
serious about it, try to get there at first daylight and stick it out for two hours or more. There 
is a difference in what's on the move as the day progresses: the first hour of daylight is best 
for finches, buntings, Meadow Pipits, Starlings and thrushes, while the second hour is best 
for larks (Skylark and Woodlark) and hirundines. So, although you may see some good 
movement in just one hour’s watching, you may not see species that are moving before or 
after your watch.  
 
I find it very difficult to predict what weather conditions make for a good watch. It seems that 
some wind, coming either from the west or north-east, is a good factor, with a clear sky or a 
bit of cloud. But too much wind means you can’t hear them call and rain means you’ll just get 
wet! I find the best policy is to have a go whenever I can, maybe once a week, but be 
prepared to give up if there’s nothing happening. 
 
Most vis-mig watching takes place in autumn, when it can be particularly rewarding. Autumn 
migration is much more noticeable than spring because there are more birds after the 
breeding season and they join forces to head off on their travels, whether to Africa or just to 
mainland Europe. Any time from mid-September to mid-November can be excellent but the 
undisputed best month is October, especially the second half. There is always exciting 
potential but be prepared for some blank periods when nothing is happening, even during 
the peak migration period. 
 

 
Migrating Jackdaws – Portland Bill – October 2024 – Martin Cade 

Jackdaws don’t feature in vis-mig watches most years, but 2024 saw exceptional numbers 
moving through in noisy flocks like this 

 
 
 
 



Migration watching in spring can also be a delight. There is no better tonic than watching tiny 
passerines fluttering towards you over the sea from a coastal headland such as Hengistbury, 
Durlston or St Aldhelm’s Head or Portland Bill. In the spring I suspect that most vis-mig 
watching is done from such places and is combined with a spot of seawatching. However, on 
good days, there is a good chance of seeing some exciting movement away from the 
headlands. Along the east and west cliffs at Portland you can sometimes see hordes of 
hirundines hurrying north, perhaps with the odd migrant wader or raptor and here there is 
always a chance here of an adrenalin raiser like a Red-rumped Swallow, Hoopoe or Bee-
eater belting inland too.  
 
Away from the coast, visible movement in spring is unreliable and often too high and too fast 
to detect. However, just after dawn, there is a good chance of encountering winter thrushes 
making their way north; later in the day you might pick up the calls of Yellow Wagtail, Tree 
Pipit or Whimbrel overhead. Half an hour at a potential migrant spot near your home is 
always worth a try in spring and may turn up something unexpected. The very possibility can 
help to get you out there! The most productive period for spring migration watching is mid-
April to mid-May but from early March to mid-April there is a chance of catching a good 
movement of Meadow Pipits or winter thrushes. 
 
 
How to do it? 
 
The basic principle is to stand facing away from the wind, even if only a gentle breeze, and 
look and listen intensively. Birds like to fly into the wind for extra lift, so if the wind is in the 
south west, birds should be coming from the north east; in a north-easterly they are likely to 
be coming from the south-west. You need a spot on raised ground where you have a clear 
180 degree view of the horizon and sky in front of you. Most day-flying migrants like finches, 
larks, pipits, wagtails, thrushes and waders call while flying so it is very helpful to be able to 
recognise their calls. Whether you know what's calling or not, scan the skies to see if you 
can spot it/them. Keep checking the lower horizon with binoculars to spot birds of prey, 
pigeons, Starlings and hirundines that may not call or do so only quietly.  
 
Migrating birds often follow set ‘corridors’, rather like animals do. At Ballard Down, for 
example, in a north-easterly breeze they will stick to a defined route 50-100 m wide south of 
Ballard, up over the ridge before continuing towards Studland or cut across direct to 
Christchurch. In the same conditions at Ringstead Bay eastbound birds cut inland from the 
coast, heading up the valley and emerging by the letter box near Sea Barn to continue their 
journey inland. So, if you are trying a new area you may need to find by trial and error where 
are the best places to watch from depending on wind direction. 
 
Remember to look behind you occasionally in case there's another flight line going on in a 
different direction, and if you need to shelter from the weather try to have a wide view down 
to the horizon. 
 
If you visit one of the well-watched vis-mig sites it's perfectly OK to join in with a group that's 
already assembled and you can expect them to be very happy to involve you. Birding 
etiquette universally is for birdwatchers to help each other out, but try not to distract serious 
observers too much if they’re engaged in counting or listening for rarities amongst the rest. 
If you go somewhere unknown, just let your eyes and ears be your friends. You may be in 
for a very valuable learning experience. And if you do see any migrants, make sure you 
report them including numbers. During the 2020 lockdown many birders enjoyed watching 
from their gardens and one birder found a remarkable variety from his back yard – see 
‘Birding by the Bins’ by Phil Saunders in the July 2020 Newsletter 
https://dorsetbirds.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/DBC-Newsletter-98.pdf. 
 

https://dorsetbirds.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/DBC-Newsletter-98.pdf


The Merlin app, which is provided free of charge by Cornell Lab of Ornithology and can be 
downloaded to your phone, can be very helpful as an aid to i.d. If the birds call loud and 
clear, Merlin should pick them up and give you a best guess answer. But don't rely on 
Merlin, try to be sure of i.d. by sight or sound. Merlin is brilliant but also makes a lot of 
mistakes! A lot of bird migration calls are quite distinctive and fairly easy to learn, so try to 
get familiar with the commoner ones. If you're a beginner at this, see if you can get someone 
more experienced to go out with you once or twice - you'd be surprised how many bird calls 
you can learn when you hear them for real. 
 
 
What can I expect to see? 
 
If you go out in March you won’t see big numbers, unless you’re somewhere inland and see 
flocks of Redwings or Fieldfares departing. But you might see or hear the odd Meadow Pipit, 
Pied Wagtail, Sand Martin or Swallow. More birds will be visibly moving in April, so listen out 
for finches such as Linnet and Goldfinch returning from the Continent, and later in the month 
Tree Pipit and Yellow Wagtail. By May, there should be more of these plus House Martins 
and Swifts by the end, and always the possibility of a good raptor like Hobby or Osprey and 
Red Kite, which can move through in large numbers in May, or a group of Whimbrels on their 
way to Iceland. This is when you might strike really lucky and catch an Alpine Swift, a Red-
rumped Swallow or a Bee-eater zipping northwards. But it has to be said that spring 
migration watching is more often than not pretty dull and is best combined with a seawatch 
or a general birdwatching walk. 
 
If you start in July or August you'll mainly be looking for Swifts, hirundines, Pied and Yellow 
Wagtails and Tree Pipits. Plus the odd raptor of course, and in some years Crossbills can be 
surprisingly numerous passing overhead from June or July onwards. In September it's the 
three hirundines again plus Meadow Pipit, Pied and Grey Wagtails and Siskin. Most other 
finches such as Linnet, Chaffinch and Goldfinch start to get going in mid-September. 
 
October is the top month for vis-mig, with the above plus numerous finches including Redpoll 
and Brambling, larks including the possibility of Woodlark, buntings such as Reed Bunting 
and Yellowhammer, thrushes including Ring Ouzel, Redwing, Fieldfare and Song and Mistle 
Thrush, and a good chance of oddities like waders such as Golden or Ringed Plover or even 
Dotterel, migrant birds of prey and maybe a Short-eared or Long-eared Owl. In recent years, 
Dorset birders have picked up many quite-rare birds on vis-mig watches including Snow 
Bunting, Lapland Bunting, Tree Sparrow, Richard’s Pipit and Ortolan Bunting - invariably 
resulting from a familiarity with their calls. 
 
November for 'vis-miggers' is all about pigeons. The spectacular Woodpigeon passage 
through Dorset starts in October but is usually at its peak in the first half of November. The 
sight of huge flocks of pigeons endlessly passing your watch point is truly unforgettable and 
will be a highlight of anyone's year. Sometimes on a big day at the coast you can look 
towards the horizon and see flock after flock piling towards you. One time at White Nothe I 
could see about 30 flocks, each of many hundreds, rising and falling over the Purbeck 
coastline, getting smaller and smaller but still obvious, all the way to the furthest headland at 
St Aldhelm's Head. On 5 November 2023, an amazing 41,300 were counted flying over 
Portland Bill in a day, but this was well short of the county record of 160,000 over Poole 
Harbour on 7 November 2010! On such days, the skies overhead are literally filled with 
pigeons. 
 



 

Migrating ‘Woodpigeons’ – Portland Bill – November 2024 – Martin Cade 
 
Woodpigeon movement in Dorset is usually east to west and can go on for hours, with many 
observers simply trying to work out the hourly rate to give an idea of total numbers. The 
routes flocks take aren't carved in tablets of stone. From White Nothe, for example, some 
flocks follow a coastal route towards Portland, crossing the Channel from there, while others 
take a short cut inland towards Hardy Monument, which they can easily see will take them 
direct to Lyme Bay. Most birds passing through will have come from northern Europe, where 
they are a summer visitor, and are presumed to be heading to France or Spain. No doubt 
some are destined to find a lush field in Dorset, Devon or Cornwall for the winter. Unusually 
in 2024, numbers passing through Portland and further west were much greater than those 
observed around Hengistbury Head, Poole Harbour and Purbeck. 
 
Among the Woodpigeons there'll be a smaller number of Stock Doves. Maybe 1 in 200 
pigeons will be a Stock Dove but they can be hard to spot amongst the throng. They are 
smaller than Woodpigeons and don't have the characteristic white bar across the wing that 
all Woodpigeons have, even young birds. Sometimes you may notice groups of them with 
the others (often towards the front) - and occasionally there are sizeable single-species 
flocks of Stock Doves, such as the 5,500 that flew over West Bay on 13 November 2005! 
Recently, with improved camera technology, photos have revealed that quite a few hide in 
plain sight on their own amongst their bigger cousins. 
 



 
Migrating pigeon flock – Portland Bill – October 2024 – Martin Cade 

 
Careful scrutiny of photos at PBO has shown that around 12% of birds in a ‘Woodpigeon’ 
flock were actually Stock Doves, clearly visible in this heavily cropped detail. But how can 
you hope to spot them amongst a flock of thousands? 
 
 
What’s going on? 
 
It may seem puzzling at first that most birds aren’t travelling in a clear southerly direction in 
autumn, except for places on a north-south migration route such as Portland Bill or South 
Haven. Most birds on the Dorset coast are moving eastwards or westwards, depending to a 
large extent on wind direction. Birds often like to fly into the wind as it helps them to get lift, 
so when there is an east wind there is often a strong movement eastwards, presumably 
towards a Channel crossing somewhere in Kent to start their migration to the Mediterranean 
and Africa. Hirundines in particular tend to move eastwards along the Dorset coast. In a 
south-westerly wind, which is the most common, birds are more likely to be heading west, 
and this is when you are likely to see the best numbers of finches, pipits, thrushes and 
pigeons, with perhaps the odd Hobby, Merlin or Sparrowhawk in pursuit. These are mostly 
birds from northern Europe heading for warmer conditions in SW England, France or Spain.  
 
Some of these westbound birds turn left at Weymouth to cross the Channel from Portland – 
especially if there is some south in the wind - but many, or most, carry on west. There are 
also direct, inland routes that birds can choose to take instead of following the coastline. The 
habit of birds splitting at White Nothe, with some attracted to the gleam of Lyme Bay ahead 
while others follow the coast through Weymouth, may partly explain why numbers at East 
Bexington and West Bay are higher than Lodmoor or Ringstead Bay. The Ridgeway meets 
the coast around East Bexington, thereby concentrating birds moving on a broad front into a 
narrower corridor as they head west and through West Bay. 
 
There are also southerly routes through Dorset and the consistently high numbers at South 
Haven may be due to seeing both east-west and north-south moving birds crossing Poole 
Harbour entrance at the same time. Even more confusing are the birds that appear to be 
heading north in autumn, especially if the wind is in the north. Perhaps, like motorists, they 
prefer to be going somewhere rather than becalmed and bored in one spot! 



How do I learn the skills to recognise migrating birds in flight? 
 
I identify nearly all overflying birds by call, and a knowledge of the commonest migrant calls 
– Linnet, Chaffinch, Goldfinch, Skylark, Meadow Pipit and Pied/White Wagtail - is essential. 
Most birdwatchers will already be familiar with these but if not, it is worth learning them from 
Merlin or Collins Bird Guide apps or from the xeno-canto website https://xeno-canto.org. The 
Sound Approach books are excellent, particularly chapter 14 in the ‘Catching the Bug’ book, 
which is all about vis-mig in Dorset/Poole Harbour, with some really interesting totals 
referenced, and examples of all the sounds you’d expect to hear from common and scarce 
vis-mig species in autumn https://soundapproach.co.uk/catching-the-bug-web-book/. 
 
Some people are good at recognising birds by their shape and flying action. I can recognise 
some like Skylarks, Starlings, thrushes and wagtails but I still haven’t learned to separate in-
flight pipits from buntings by sight or to identify finches, for example. So, for nearly all 
migrating passerines I rely on hearing their call. Luckily, most flocks are of single species 
with many birds calling continuously. If I hear one recognisable call I assume all in the flock 
are the same. However, Bramblings usually travel with Chaffinches so I will only pick up a 
Brambling in amongst a Chaffinch flock if it calls, and I’m sure in general I miss a lot of silent 
birds either travelling alone or in amongst other species. Who knows what odd birds there 
might be amongst a flock of finches or pipits? More practised vis-miggers have better 
techniques, including sound listening and recording equipment. 
 
I’ve always found one of the best ways to learn any aspect of birding is to spend time with a 
really good birder. If you are uncertain about bird calls, see if you can get someone to 
accompany you on a couple of vis-mig sessions and back up your learning of calls by 
listening to examples on your phone or computer. You’d be surprised how distinctive most of 
them are once you’ve heard them for real a few times. We can all always learn from others. 
 
 
What can we learn from the numbers? 
 
Most birdwatchers enjoy vis-mig because of the thrill, the chance of finding something 
unusual, the satisfaction of getting a good count, and the camaraderie and chat. But if the 
results are recorded they can also contribute to citizen science and new learning. The 
growth in its popularity over the last three or four decades has massively helped our 
understanding of bird migration, although like so many other aspects of migration the more 
we find out the more we realise we don’t fully understand.  
 
The variations in numbers recorded each year can be extreme and are not always easily 
explained. In 1997, for example, there was a huge movement of Siskins through the county. 
Portland Bird Observatory recorded more than 5,000 that autumn compared with an average 
of less than 1,000 per year. Christchurch Harbour recorded almost 25,000 Linnets and 
30,000 Goldfinches in 2005 against an average of less than 10,000 per year for each.  And 
there was a spike in Meadow Pipit numbers at Christchurch Harbour in 2013, with around 
35,000 recorded compared to an average of around 15,000. Graphs showing variations in 
numbers of some common migrants were given in the 2018 Dorset Bird Report 
https://dorsetbirds.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/2018-DBC-bird-report-FINAL-
COMPLETE.pdf. 
 
What these variations tell us is unclear – they could be related to prevailing weather 
conditions, population explosions or shrinkages, or variable observer coverage (less likely 
for well-watched sites such as Christchurch Harbour and Portland Bill, where these numbers 
came from). The graphs in the 2018 Bird Report do not seem to suggest an overall decline 
over the last 30+ years although my impression was that numbers of many common 
migrants in 2024 were particularly low. 
 

https://xeno-canto.org/
https://soundapproach.co.uk/catching-the-bug-web-book/
https://dorsetbirds.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/2018-DBC-bird-report-FINAL-COMPLETE.pdf
https://dorsetbirds.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/2018-DBC-bird-report-FINAL-COMPLETE.pdf


 
Recording 
 
There are three good ways to record visible migrants: 

 Trektellen – a Dutch-based international website where you can enter your sightings 
and compare with other sites including those in northern Europe 
https://www.trektellen.org/ 

 BirdTrack – which offers you the ability to show direction of travel, if you wish to 
record that; and 

 eBird 
 
Records entered into any of these three systems will automatically be made available to 
Dorset Bird Club for its database and annual report, and also for national and international 
research. 
 
It’s important to report your vis-mig sightings. If you don’t use any of these systems, please 
send them to dorsetbirdclub@hotmail.com or report them via the Bird Club’s Forum. 
Remember that reporting on social media alone does not get the records into the system. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
Whatever the data from visible migration watching tells us, there is no doubt that it can be 
one of the most exciting and rewarding aspects of birdwatching and I encourage everyone to 
give it a go. You don’t need to go to one of the coastal hotspots, although if you do you 
would be well rewarded, but it may be equally satisfying to try a likely-looking vantage point 
near your home. 
 
With thanks to Martin Cade, Dave Chown, Paul Morton, Hamish Murray and Phil Saunders 
for their comments. 
 
 
Geoff Upton 
June 2025 
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