Greece / Bulgaria 2024

Thursday 25th April — Travel to Greece.

Our group of thirteen met at Stansted Airport at 1500. Sadly, two other members of the
group (Steve and Rob) were unable to travel and everyone on the trip agreed that they
would be greatly missed.

After negotiating the baggage drop and airport security without incident, we made ourselves
comfortable to wait for our flight departure (Ryanair) to Thessaloniki at 1745.

Our flight was slightly delayed in leaving Stansted but landed at Thessaloniki following an
uneventful flight as scheduled at 2300 (Greece time). We had a rather lengthy queue
through passport control but eventually we all collected our luggage and emerged to find
Dimiter waiting for us. After a happy reunion with Dimiter and his endlessly obliging minibus
driver Nikoli (our driver on the Romania Bears tour in 2023) were we soon on the bus and
on the way to the hotel for our overnight stay.

The transfer to the Hotel Parinthos, which is located 12km from Thessaloniki in Anchialos,
took about 30 minutes. The highlight of the journey was the opportunity for some members
of the group to see a Golden Jackal as it ran across the road ahead of the bus.

On arrival at the hotel, we retired to our rooms, with the light supper provided for us. It was
well after midnight and we were tired from the journey but full of anticipation for tomorrow
and the week ahead.

Sue Brook

Friday 26t April — Kalohori lagoon and Lake Kerkini

Early-morning birding from the hotel room balcony gave us Hoopoe, worth getting up for.
After a pleasant breakfast at the hotel we headed off to Kalohori Lagoons, not far from
Thessaloniki. With views of snow-capped Olympus mountains and sea, scrub and lagoons
it was an interesting and productive area. The lagoons were formed by subsidence due to
over extraction of water. It was a fabulous site with large numbers of waders and several
tern species including, Gull Billed, Little, Black and White Winged Black. Other notable
birds included large numbers of Little Stint, Kentish Plover, Curlew Sandpiper and Slender-
Billed Gull. We stopped at several points on a causeway between the Thermaikos Gulf and
the lagoons. The light on the water was beautiful with lots of wild flowers at the side of the



track and a Flamingo flypast was a
real treat. Further around the
lagoons the highlights were collared
pratincole and then Little Bittern,
Night Heron and Pond Turtle at the
mouth of the Gallikos river.

We then travelled north, towards
Lake Kirkini (spotting a wall lizard
while stopped at traffic lights in
Kalohori), through wooded hillsides.

Ouir first stop by the lake gave views
Flamingo flypast of Dalmatian pelican and various
insects, including a locust and
brimstone-type butterfly. There were lots of Nightingales singing in the trees as we drove
on.

Our next stop was for a Hermann'’s tortoise at the side of the road, plus a southern white
admiral and green hairstreak on nearby vegetation.

As we travelled up the west side of the lake our next stop was at an open area with fields, a
few trees and some low vegetation. This gave us our first view of a white stork on the nest,
plus families of Spanish sparrows nesting in the underside of the stork nest. The highlight
of the day for many was 11 turtle
doves in a nearby tree, presumably
resting on their migration north. We
also had good views of great reed
warbler and a lesser-spotted eagle.

We then drove to hotel Agnantio in
Siderocastro which was very
pleasant and welcoming and our
base for the next three nights. The
three-course meal was rather large
but very tasty.

88 species of birds were spotted, an
excellent day!

Vivienne & Mark Broughton

Lesser-Spotted Eagle






Saturday 27t April — Lake Kerkini

The day started at 7am in our comfortable hotel. For me the Greek yoghurt and apple jam
was particularly tasty. With warm, sunny weather we explored an area around Lake
Kerkini. Areal treat and a
smorgasbord of avian delights.
Really too much to itemise but
dominated by Cormorants,
Pelicans (White & Dalmation),
Herons, Grebes, Ducks and
Terns. Raptors too were not
infrequent. Wendy was in fine
form today. She located a Litle
Owl in a dense bush and after
our picnic lunch our first
Spotted Flycatcher. In the late
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White Pelicans afternoon we embarked on a

boat trip on the lake. We were
so lucky with the weather, sunny with hardly any wind. This enabled us to have close and
personal views of many of the waterbirds. Highlights, apart from the packed ranks of
Pygmy Cormorants on - ’
lakeside trees, were
Whiskered, Black and White
Winged Terns, our first Black-
necked Grebes and Spur-
Winged Plovers. Our three-
hour trip in the setting sun
culminated with a single Mute
Swan. We even had a
colourful European Green Lizard Marsh Terns
near the jetty. We returned to
our hotel, tired but ready for an excellent dinner.

Les




Sunday 28th April - Siderocastro River Valley near Lake Kirkini

We set off in the minibus at 6am to a nearby cliff face to search for Rock Partridge. The cliff
was tall and the breaking dawn was cloudy and chill.

Eastern Black-eared Wheatears were perched in bushes on the skyline and a Blue Rock
Thrush was lit by the rising sun and soon the temperature began to rise.

Red Rumped Swallows, Ravens, Chaffinch and Jackdaws were seen against the rock face
and Nightingales heard. Soon Cirl Buntings and a Buzzard were seen at the top of the cliff
against the now blue sky. After an hour or so Dimiter spotted a Rock Partridge that came
into full view on the highest point of the rock face. The excitement rose and we enjoyed it
for half an hour.

After going back for breakfast, we returned to the same area of Sidarostro. Our first stop
was an abandoned quarry laid out below us a short distance from the village. There were
excellent views of Sub-Alpine Warblers in the pines and as we looked down the green,
bushy slope with beehives there were four Alpine Swifts, a Peregrine around the cliff face,
and a lovely Sardinian Warbler.
We watched Processionary moth caterpillars marching away from their webbed covering
and were careful not touch them.
We moved up the road through a crocodile of roaring motorbikes to an open meadow area
with more beehives and surrounded by mixed woodland that later became our picnic spot.
We watched the beautiful display flight of the stunning Levant Sparrowhawk identified
brilliantly by Bob from having previously only seen it illustrated. Dimiter expressed surprise
that it was a week earlier arriving than usual. There were brief views of a Black
Woodpecker and a Peregrine passed in the distance.
We continued to
explore the
surrounding
small meadows
finding Scarce
Swallowtail,
Clouded Yellow
and Festoon
butterfly and had
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We continued to

scan around the

meadows and

then moved on

down to a bridge
Levant Sparrowhawk

over a small
stream where we found a white wagtail sitting on debris. Ice creams were eaten at the
garage/café nearby and honey was later purchased by several members of the party
including our guide (3 litre jars!). We then returned to the bridge for Middle spotted
Woodpecker (unsuccessfully) but a pair of Black Woodpeckers were seen briefly and a Red
Rumped Swallow’s nest discovered in a barn.



The van returned
us to the hotel for
a brief stop after
which we walked
through
woodland up a
butterfly filled
track to a quarry
and were
rewarded by
Black-Eared
Wheatear,
nesting Crag
Martins and
Ravens with the
parents feeding
young. At the
top of the cliff a
Blue Rock
Thrush looked
beautiful sitting in
the sun preening
and a pair of Red-Rumped Swallow

Hoopoes flew to

and fro. We scanned for Rock Nuthatch without success. At around 5pm we saw a Honey
Buzzard and Lesser Whitethroat and soon afterward at the end of the track we had good
views of a soaring Golden Eagle. On the way down the track one of the party found a large
caterpillar under their shirt and in a moment of panic, squashed it very messily.

Our last stop was a crossroads in marshy woodland to try for woodpeckers. Although we
didn’t find any here, we found a variety of birds including a Masked Shrike. Lastly there
was a sudden dash after a Grey-Headed Woodpecker which landed in a dead tree.

The end of a long but very satisfying day.

Helen Gooderham



Monday 29 April — Nestos Gorge and Delta

We left the Agnantio Hotel after the incredible breakfast buffet to set off for the Nestos Delta
and Gorge.

There was trouble getting the luggage on the minibus, but
we piled onboard ready for the day ahead. We had only
travelled a metre when Dimiter spotted a Black-headed
Bunting by the car park so everyone frantically unstrapped
and jumped off the bus to see a stunning male bird singing.

A happy band set off again and Mervyn had nodded off and
was tilting into the aisle, as usual, by 8:45am. After an
intense few days, it was good to be on the bus for a while
admiring the views. We stopped mid-morning at a café in
Nikisiani which had an amazing selection of delicious cakes,
pastries and breadsticks of every flavour you could think of.

The first bird at the Nestos Gorge was a beautiful male Blue
Rock Thrush in glorious sunlight. After yesterday’s dip on the elusive Rock Nuthatch, we
walked along a railway line to enter a disused quarry to have another go, but no luck.

We were treated to a Syrian
Woodpecker doing a few laps
around us for a while which
then continued drumming.
Lunch was in welcome shade
by the river accompanied by
the usual hungry dogs but, for
once, no Nightingales
singing. We picked up
Kingfisher and Grey Wagtail
and another Blue Rock
Thrush.




i Lunch over we set off for an hour’s drive to a Lesser
Kestrel colony. Vivienne was asleep within 15
minutes, closely followed by Mark, Bob, and Les
despite the usual noise from the lot at the back of the
¢ bus. Bob woke up in time to spot a fabulous male
© Montagu’s Harrier enroute, so the bus did an
emergency stop and we all leapt off to see it. We
! then got back on the bus only to leap straight off
. again to pick up an Eastern Olivaceous Warbler that
~ had been heard singing by Wendy and Fiona. We
. only had brief views but did also catch Crested Lark,
Hoopoe and Corn Bunting. We got back on the bus
only to stop yet again after two hundred yards for
more views of the Monty. Continuing our journey, we
stopped by a bridge at Porto Lagos and saw Curlew,
Common Sandpiper, Oystercatcher, Little Terns and
' Red-Backed Shrike. A bit further along we stopped
for Black-headed Yellow Wagtails, Kentish Plover and had a Red-footed Falcon and two
Rollers from the bus. We also had a dozen or so Cattle Egrets feeding amongst water
buffalo and a fly by Hoopoe.

The day had started slowly after the Black-headed Bunting but as the sun got hotter so did
the birds. After all the excitement everyone stayed awake for the rest of the journey to the
Lesser Kestrel site where we had
wonderful close views of a male and
female together on the telegraph
pole and several flying over us. We
were even able to pick up the pale
claws. Whilst we were there Dimiter
picked up an Eastern Olivaceous
Warbler and set up a speaker to
play calls to attract it. We waited
patiently for it to start but as soon as
it started playing it was drowned out
by the call to prayer of a local
mosque which was hilarious. We still
got several views of the bird though.

After a very successful day we
arrived at the Hotel Thrassa a tired but contended band.

Wendy & Charles






Tuesday 30" April - Dadia forest and Evros delta

Breakfast commenced at 7:30 and departure time was 8:15. The weather forecast was a
windy and showery 15°.

Before we boarded the bus
we had a Thrush Nightingale
in the hedgerow. 30 minutes
later we arrived at our
destination the Dadia Forest
Visitor Centre. On reflection
it was fortunate that the
shuttle bus was not
available as it was a
fascinating 3.5 km walk to

™ the top with a wide, easy-

. walking path. The damage
caused by the forest fires of
1 2023 was very noticeable,
with burned down trees and
blackened earth. It was
interesting to see the rock

L roses and gladioli as some
of the first flora to regenerate. We started with an |ncI|ne followed by slope down and this
continued to the top, although we only ascended 800 metres in total.

A bird of note was the Bonelli's Warbler with excellent views half way up the hill and
Dimiter demonstrated his knowledge to help us with identification. There were good views
= Of a Lesser Spotted Eagle.

As we neared the summit
there was a sign requesting
silence which we all
honoured but when we
arrived the builders were
chatting and sawing as they
were rebuilding the hide at
the top, which had been a
victim of the extensive fires.
Once here we were able to
watch the feeding station in
the distance with its Black
Vultures, Griffon Vultures,
two Egyptian Vultures and
Black Kite. We had good
views of Black Stork and
Dimiter identified five Black
Vultures and below them a
Black Kite. The Ortolan

Eastern Bonelli's Warbler Bunting found by Sue
and identified by Brian




was missed by many. Also seen was a light phase Booted Eagle. We spent about an hour
at the summit.

We followed the same route back in the hope of seeing a Short-Toed Treecreeper which
had been heard on our way up. We were successful. When we were almost back to the bus
we saw our first Robin of the week, followed by Woodchat Shrike. It was noticeable how
successful the firebreaks had been as the Visitor Centre was unaffected and none of the
vegetation there had been destroyed.

On returning to the bus,
Dimiter complimented us for
achieving the walk, but | think
it was aimed at me. Although
| felt happy that | wasn't often
at the back of our party. Off
to the supermarket then to
purchase our lunch for our
30-minute break. There was
plenty of fish on offer but
nobody bought it!

Onwards to the Evros Delta.
It was very windy all
afternoon and conditions
were difficult. We stopped
and the bus was strategically
parked to protect us from the
s . « Wworst of the wind. Here, we

— : had our best views of two
Levant Sparrowhawks. They really are masters of the air. We had great views of a female
Red-Backed Shrike and two Spur Winged Plover. As we moved on Dimiter moved a
Blotched Snake from the path of the bus and it quickly slithered off into the undergrowth.
We moved 300 yards down the track to the Aegean Sea and on a sandbank not far away
we saw Grey Plover, Sanderling and Little Tern, plus a Caspian Tern in flight.

We moved on to another pool beside the road at the
Evros Delta. Spotted Redshank, Glossy Ibis,

. Hobby, Common Snipe, and Garganey were just
some of the birds seen here. The Ruddy Shelduck
was harder to see with those of us vertically
challenged although we all managed it in the end.
We were surrounded by the scent of camomile and
the sound of cowbells. It was beautiful.

. We left at 6:30 to return to our hotel following a full
and rewarding day.

o 110 birds on today's list

Cheryl



Wednesday 15t May — Eastern Rhodope

First bird of the day for me was a White-winged Black Tern roosting on a canoe moored on
the lake behind the hotel. (Hotel Thrassa in Tihero) Then it was down for breakfast before
setting off promptly at 8:15am for our transfer from Greece to Bulgaria.

We reached the Greek border before 10am and watched a good number of nesting house
martins while the passports were collected, checked and returned. A few hundred yards
down the road we reached the Bulgarian border control point; similar buildings, similar
numbers of nesting house martins, enhanced bureaucracy.

Having all been allowed into Bulgaria, we soon made our first stop by a reservoir in the
Sakar Hills area. Here we had a prolonged view, albeit distant, of an Eastern Imperial
Eagle. Two Ruddy Shelduck were on the reservoir, with Tawny Pipit and Booted Eagle also
being noted.

/

We then made a brief stop at a nearby Lesser Kestrel colony in the village of Levka, with a
second Booted Eagle as a bonus, before driving a short distance higher into the hills for a
picnic lunch hoping for a closer view of an Eastern Imperial Eagle. Alas no luck but added
the only stonechat to the trip list.



Brian

Rock Nuthatch

After lunch, we left the Sakar Hills to travel to the
Eastern Rhodope Mountains where we stopped
three times. At the first stop, we had good views
across a gorge of a singing Chukar, with Egyptian
Vulture and Blue Rock Thrush also being seen.
Highlights of the next stop were nesting Griffon
Vultures, a pair of very distant Rock Nuthatch at nest
and an unexpected Great White Pelican flying over.
The final stop added Peregrine Falcon and Eastern
Black-eared Wheatear to the day list.

We left the area at about 6pm for our final journey to
Hotel Divna in Krumovgrad arriving about 7:30pm.




Thursday 2nd May - Eastern Rhodope

= AR 6 After a blizzard of wonderful birds in

previous days, what might this day,
our penultimate, have in store we
pondered? This very thought
occurring, incidentally, while

g brushing one’s teeth and listening to
a Hoopoe, Golden Oriole,
Nightingale, Cuckoo and a drumming
woodpecker through our window, all
in trees on the bank of a river
beyond the Friday community market
being set up beside the hotel.
Extraordinary! We headed to the
picturesque Krumovitsa valley with
its meandering river course and
dramatic basalt landscape, passing
minarets as we drove and a White Stork nest atop a tall brick tower chimney on the
outskirts of Krumovgrad, the highest stork nest, Dimiter assured us, in all of Bulgaria. Our
purpose this morning was the tracking-down of some much-needed warbler additions to our
list of trip sightings. A Golden Oriole was soon heard, and then seen in all its glory, at our
first valley stop, and in quick succession we had a Roller, a Green Woodpecker ‘yaffle’
echoing across the tobacco fields, a Cuckoo atop a tree nearby, and a number of Turtle
Doves. No warblers. No warblers at the next stop either, to the consternation and
puzzlement of Dimiter, but a delightful Black Eared Wheatear, a Black Headed Bunting, a
distant Red Backed Shrike, and two Cuckoos in concert. Nice. We drove on, passing an
obliging roadside Chukar as we went, and at the next stop we heard, and saw, Orioles,
Cuckoos, Hoopoes and Rollers, but still little sign of any warblers. An Egyptian Vulture
perched obligingly on a nearby cliff and, having taken to the air, was quickly mobbed by a
plucky Kestrel. And then we had a couple of Long Tailed Tits - our first trip tick of the day -
and a Common Whitethroat. As the temperatures rose, so did the sightings, and five Griffon
Vultures gathered above us. A brief call of a Scops Owl was followed by a Black Stork fly-
by, views of at least two Little Ringed Plovers on the riverbank below, and a handful of Bee
Eaters. And then, at last, a warbler, and not any old warbler but an Eastern Orphean
Warbler. After much perseverance, we all got good views which was much needed with our
having only heard one earlier in the week. A tick for several of us. We were in fine spirit as
Dimiter next heard (how, frankly, was beyond me) a Barred Warbler. Fab! This was one |
really wanted. And lo it began responding in earnest to Dimiter’s lure call and, after it had
completed, tree by tree, several circuits of our group, we all got good views of it, its display
flight proving to be a bonus. Our request for a BVR (‘better view required’, per Dimiter) had
been delivered in spades. A female Cuckoo ‘bubbled’ on the hillside as we then enjoyed
views of two Lesser Grey Shrikes below us, handily close to a Red Backed Shrike by way
of size comparison. Views, as we moved on, of a Roller and Bee Eater together provided a

Eastern Orphean Warbler



glorious palette of colours. Heading to the vulture
feeding station near Potochnitsa village, we caught
up with a Wood Lark on a wire and then, near our
picnic stop, Dimiter got us on to an Olive Tree

p . Warbler. After a quiet start, the warblers were

delivering big-time! This one was furtive at first but,
eventually, the Olive Tree Warbler - one of the bigger
warblers - showed very well. It was Dimiter’s earliest

& sighting of this bird in Bulgaria, his previous earliest

having been one on 6 May. An excellent view of a
Syrian Woodpecker rounded things off nicely before
getting back on the bus and heading to the feeding

4 station. A Black Vulture, three Egyptian and a Black

Syrian Woodpecker

¢ Kite were there when we disembarked at the viewing

point. We waited a while, in vain, for the arrival of
more raptors, but an obliging rooftop Little Owl on the

drive back down the hill was a delightful bonus. Having returned to the hotel, Bob got us all
on to a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker as we disembarked from the bus. Wonderful! Dinner
was followed by a short walk to Krumovgrad town square where several Scops Owls were
calling. It did not take long for Dimiter to get his torch, and then his telescope, on to one
Scops Owl right above us, poking its head out of a tiny hole beneath a window on the wall
of a block of flats. A fitting end to yet another excellent day.

Mervyn and Fiona Wynne Jones

Olive Tree Warbler




3" May - Birding en-route to Sofia

The final day of our trip meant a journey from Krumovgrad to Sofia airport to catch the
17.20 flight to London Stansted.

We woke around 7am for breakfast and with
the bus due to depart at 8.15. Dimeter had
several target bird species mapped out for the
journey but there had been rain overnight and
more was forecast for the journey. My first
birds of the morning were swallows and
jackdaws over the local market which looked
like it was about to start trading. An odd
place for a hotel but its location on the banks
of the Kromovista river had meant that Hotel
Divna was a splendid place to explore this
part of the Eastern Rhodopes, in particular
the river valley. While we waited for the
journey to begin, we noted hoopoe, 2 Bee-
eaters, a female red backed shrike, a spotted
| flycatcher, the local Crag martins and most
notably a pair of Masked shrikes in the tops of
the poplars alongside the river. Brian, very
untypically arriving a few minutes too late for
the birds, described their presence as

Red-Backed Shrike



illegal! Dimiter said that the birds were the first Masked shrikes to be seen at the hotel (or
was it in the area this year ??????).

The journey started with lots of talk about this and other trips. The weather was a bit grim
with mist and drizzle. Our first stop as we travelled west was the small village of Zvesdal
where we parked on the edge of the village opposite a derelict house. The target was pallid
swift that nested in small numbers in the building. A pair of Woodchat shrikes were seen
nearby, a blue tit and we listened to a nearby Golden Oriole but no swifts. But just as we
were about to depart, they arrived and we enjoyed close views of at least 4 birds around the
building. A short woodland stop for Sombre tit did not produce the target bird but there was
a splendid display of Early purple orchids. The next stop was at a small settlement called
Sokolino, also on road number 59 where Dimeter had seen Isabelline wheatear in the

past. No wheatears but we did see a number or whinchats, and red backed and woodchat
shrikes on either side of the road. A Black woodpecker was seen by Dimiter fly across the
road and | think that only Wendy amongst the others had a brief glimpse of the bird.

It then began to rain, increasingly heavily, and in Asenovgrad, which is a fair-sized town just
south of Plovdiv, we drove into some pretty impressive flash flooding as we dropped
towards the town centre. Luckily, we turned away from the flood water at the bottom of the
hill. 1t was then that | realised that | had travelled through Asenovgrad a couple of years
ago during another birding trip to Bulgaria because of the abnormal number of smart men’s
and women’s dress shops that took a large part of the town centre. There surely couldn’t
be anywhere else like this!

From then on Dimiter made the decision to proceed to Sofia airport without more birding
stops because of the risk of delays due to flooding. We by passed Plovdiv and found our
way onto the A1 Motorway westbound. For much of this time we passed through a large
area rice fields that Dimiter remarked contained some good birding opportunities. | had a
glimpse of distant male Montagues Harrier but few others (apart from Wendy) noticed
because there was a lot of snoozing going on by then.

So 38 bird species for the day with 2 new birds (Pallid swift and Whinchat) added to the
final list of 178. There followed a safe and efficient journey home. Our warmest thanks got
to Steve and Kathy for the organisation (bless you both), to Mark for his excellent
leadership, to Nicoli (sp) for his splendid driving and to Dimiter for his leadership,
knowledge and magical birding talent.
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Hermann's Tortoise




Nearly All Aboard

A
Little Owl



