Birdwatching in Greece  April /May 2009
We went to mainland Greece for the first time this spring to bird watch. We spent 4 weeks on the trip and even then ran out of time towards the end of the holiday.

We travelled overland by car to Italy and then took a ferry from Ancona to Igoumenista.  Contrary to all we had read, Greek roads turned out to be fabulous with a brand new motorway crossing the country. Even yellow roads on the map were excellent to drive on.

We arrived on 28th April and left on 25th May. The country itself was full of delights, the scenery, the food and lovely friendly people.  There was open access to tracks all over the country, none of the “private keep” out signs that adorn many other countries.

Accommodation was very easy to find, we used hotel apartments at the beginning and later camped when the weather improved.

When we first arrived we had intended to go North through the Pindus mountains, but the weather was cool and stormy, so we drove south along the coast. We stopped outside Preveza and spend a number of days here birding in the hotel gardens and surroundings and on the Amvrakikos Gulf.  The first afternoon in the hotel garden there was a calling Wryneck sitting at the top of a small tree. Next evening he was perched on a nearby metal pole calling loudly. The following days we did not see him but could hear him around the complex. On our second day large numbers of Red Rumped Swallows appeared dashing frantically around and drinking from the swimming pool.
We then went to Mesologi a large area of salt pans and lagoons.  Despite wet weather here the area was attractive and alive with birds.   Very close views of numbers of Little Stints ,Ruffs, Grey Plovers and Dunlin all in summer plumage. Also Common Sandpiper, Black Winged Stilts, a party of Slender Billed Gulls and  Pelicans.  3 different races of Yellow Wagtails, m. flavia, m.thumbergi and m. feldeg. All photographed feeding together. There were multiple Great Reed Warblers. 

We next travelled round to Delphi which is in a rather fantastic rocky setting. We eventually found a Rock Nuthatch feeding his young in a rocky nest. We had excellent views as he sat singing on one bush, prior to going back to the nest with food and then afterwards he would crawl up the rock wall above the nest and sit for a while on the top, sometimes his mate would come and join him on this stance. We also saw Black Eared Wheatears and a family of Sombre Tits being feed out in the open.  We also had an Olivaceous Warbler sitting posing for us on a fence next to the car.
After Delphi we drove north to Thessaloniki and continued east to Kavala all on a wonderful almost empty motorway.  From here we visited the Nestos Gorge. This was a winding drive up to the top of a hillside. There are plans to open a feeding station near here for feeding vultures. We saw  number of Griffon Vultures floating around the hilltop at our level. whilst looking down on the contortions of the Nestos river.
We visited parts of the Nestos Delta and when we had finally given up following directions to what appeared to be a no longer existing pool, we suddenly saw two Spur Winged Plovers working their way along the beach towards us.

Next day we drove to visit the Alistraki caves, south west of Drama. We never made it into the Caves because we were so delayed birdwatching along the way.  We saw a Tengalmans Owl at 2.30pm sitting out in the open on top of a small rock. It was constantly calling to  and answering calls were coming from the other side of the road. We never saw the second owl.  We watched for ages, as he kept a wary eye on us.  At one stage he slipped down the rock only to reappear on another close by. He was obviously reluctant to leave his post.   Later that day we saw a Levants  Sparrowhawk sitting in s small tree by the roadside.

We eventually left Kavala calling in at Porto Lagos on the way.  We stopped at one area of marshes which held some waders, Ruffs, Little  Stints and Dunlin. The whole place  was almost swamped with Beeeaters.
At Alexandroupoli we eventually got out tent out and camped by the beach. It was idyllic here with a resident Nightingales at the back of the tent, warblers singing and a pair of Great Spotted Woodpeckers chasing each other around the trees.  We stayed here for about 10 days visiting the Evros Delta and Dadia and a lot of the surrounding country from this base.

In the Evros we saw a  Citrine Wagtail. A beautiful male in breeding plumage. The last sighting for this bird in the Evros was 2003.

Apart from this we saw all the birds we expected here. There were plenty of Spur Winged Plovers, Isabelline Wheatears, Calandra Larks, Pratincoles and Black Headed Buntings all over the place. There were Black and White Stocks,  Spoonbills, Purple Herons, Glossy Ibis, Great Egrets, Little Egrets, Red Backed Shrikes, Black Headed Wagtails, Nightingales, Hoopoe and Corn Buntings.  Marsh Harriers were present most of the time. We also saw Longlegged Buzzard.
We went to Kapsalo Hill top beacon near Dadia and were entertained by a constant flow of Griffon, Egyptian and Black vultures. There were a group of 4 Short Toed Eagles and a beautiful views of a Golden Eagle drifting across below us and then being chased away by a raven.

On the way into Dadia we watched Lesser Spotted Eagle circling around. There were also a great number of Common Buzzards.  We walked out to the hide at Dadia, it took about 50 minutes on a very hot afternoon. There were a number of Griffon, Black and Egyptian Vultures present. 
Eventually we dragged ourselves away from Alexandroupoli and drove up to Lake Kerkini. It turned out to be a beautiful area. As we first arrived at Lithotopos we were greeted with bay full of Dalmation Pelicans serenely floating around with large numbers of Pygmy Cormorants, Crested Grebes and Night Herons.

We drove to the village of Kerkini, complete with nesting storks on poles, and got a room at the local hotel. This was a delightful place to stay and we sallied forth each day. One of the mornings we were down at the edge of the lake and were persuaded by the boatman to go out onto the lake. Whiskered Terns flew around us as we crossed the water.  He took us out to the drowned forest and we slowly drifted through this forest with every tree occupied by multiple Cormorants, Night Herons with Dalmation and White Pelicans weaving in and out. There were Spoonbills, Glossy Ibis, Egrets, Squacco Herons quietly getting on with the business of feeding as we passed by.  Next trip we will hire the boatman to take us out alone (not with other tourists) so that we can photograph the birds more easily.
On of the days we devoted to looking for rollers. We went to the well known Promachonas Quarry and found it absolutely devoid of any bird life, except two pairs of kestrels.  Surprisingly there was not even a pair of beeeaters in evidence. We looked around the area and went back some time later to the quarry, but there were still no signs of life.
However we then went down to Paleokastro Cliffs and found 4 Rollers sitting on the wires with two more flying inside the quarry. Also present were hundreds of Beeeaters.
We only had tree days at Kerkini and it was not really enough to do justice to the area. The end of our trip approached and we drove back to spend part of the last weekend in the Pindus Mountains.  Again a beautiful area around the Vikos Gorge which we had so little time to explore properly.

 This account is not a complete bird list.  We went hoping to see birds that we don’t see at home and we certainly achieved this easily.  We tend to be very lazy birders, in that we are never up and out in the early hours of the morning as we should be. Despite that, we still saw plenty of birds.  There were places that we should have spent more time in and places that we didn’t even get to.
Greece  was for us a perfect holiday setting. The areas we visited were uncrowded and set in lovely surroundings. After the initial cool and stormy weather for the last week of April, it warmed up and was in the high 20s to low 30s, but never too hot. Tracks off the road are very sandy and often potholed, but providing you accept this you can drive almost anywhere.  Birdwatching in Greece is still in its early stages, but people still hunt birds and this is a major problem to be overcome.  If more people from other countries start to take an interest, then the Greeks may wake up to the fact that keeping their bird populations intact, may well bring in more foreign tourists and therefore money.
We shall certainly be going back.

Mary Collier

