Bulgaria    May 20th – June 2nd 2011

Trip Report
May 20th
The group of Brenda & David McMaster, Doug Windle, John Plackett, Jean Lund, Rachael Parks, Eddie & Barbara Seal, Arwel Davies and tour leader Stuart Meredith met up at Manchester airport for our on time flight to Sofia.
On arrival in Sofia we were met at the airport by our local guide Simeon ( Simmo ) and our driver Slavvy ( not his real name ) and soon we were driving towards our first hotel at Trigrad in the Rhodope Mountains close to the border with Greece.
Some good birds were seen along the way and these included Lesser Spotted Eagle, Honey Buzzard, Golden Oriole, Hooded Crow, Red rumped Swallow, Alpine Swift, Black headed Bunting, Crested Lark, Black headed Wagtail, Tree Sparrow, Cuckoo, Turtle Dove, Long legged Buzzard, numerous White Storks and more familiar species such as House Martin, Swallow, Kestrel, Swift, Dipper, Grey Wagtail, White Wagtail, House Sparrow, Jackdaw, Magpie, Lapwing and Corn Bunting.
May 21st
A morning stroll near our hotel in Trigrad was very productive as we had fantastic views of Red rumped Swallows, Crag Martins, Pallid Swifts and Red backed Shrikes along with Hoopoe, Black Redstart, singing Serins, Grey Wagtail, Dipper, Chiffchaff, White Wagtail, Great Tit, Hooded Crow, Robin and Chaffinch.

Trigrad is a narrow steep sided Gorge and is one of the best and most reliable places in Europe to see Wallcreeper. It lived up to it’s reputation today as we had fantastic views of four males that included two birds chasing each other around the gorge. This superb site also held about forty Alpine Swifts, many Crag Martins, Peregrine Falcon, Blackcap, Coal Tit and Wren.

We were heading to Krumovgrad today where we’d stay for three nights. We made    a few stops along the way and the first of these near to Stoykite produced four male Ring Ouzels of the Alpestris race, a few Red rumped Swallows and Pallid Swifts, Black Redstart, Goldcrest and House Martin.
The next stop at a meadow resulted in excellent views of a Hobby, Sombre Tits,    Red backed Shrike and thirteen Bee Eaters. Butterflies here included Wood White  and Queen of Spain Fritillary.

We continued our journey noting Black Storks, Lesser Spotted Eagle, Crested Lark, Common Buzzard, Corn Bunting, Red backed Shrike and Black headed Bunting along the way as well as adding to the tally of butterflies with Scarce Swallowtail, Eastern Dappled White, Orange Tip, Peacock, Clouded Yellow, Small Tortoiseshell and Peacock.

A Syrian Woodpecker showed in a poplar behind our hotel in Krumovgrad and a few Nightingales sang from the undergrowth nearby.

May 22nd
We left our hotel after breakfast and headed towards the BSPB Vulture Centre at Madzahovo. There’d be a few stops on the way and the first of these was at the    River Arida near the village of Potochnitsa. Here we had excellent views of two perched Bee Eaters, Turtle Doves, Long legged Buzzard, many Red backed Shrikes and Black headed Bunting. A singing Nightingale perched in full view as did an Eastern Olivaceous Warbler in the same tree. A Hoopoe could be heard in the distance and White Stork, Little ringed Plover, Yellow legged Gull, Little Egret, Common Buzzard, House Martin and Linnet completed the picture.
Next stop wasn’t too far away at an area with many rocky crags and cliffs. The excellent birding continued as we saw Chukar, Subalpine Warblers, Sombre Tit, Western Rock Nuthatch, Egyptian Vultures, Blue Rock Thrush, Ortolan Bunting, Crag Martin, Cirl Bunting, over twenty Griffon Vultures and a couple of distant Golden Eagles. Butterflies here included Amanda’s Blue, Green Underside Blue, Cardinal, Common Blue and Clouded Yellow.
Before taking lunch at the Vulture Centre we had a short walk around the surrounding woodland. There were good birds to be seen that included Golden Oriole, Nightingale, Lesser, Middle and Great spotted Woodpeckers, Green Woodpecker, singing Eastern Bonelli’s Warbler, Nuthatch, Great Tit, Blue Tit, Chaffinch and Chiffchaff with Black Stork on the river and Griffon Vultures overhead.

After lunch we visited a nearby vulture breeding colony and had about twenty      pairs  of Griffon Vultures, a couple of pairs of Black Stork, Long legged Buzzard, Raven, Crag Martin, Alpine Swift, Peregrine Falcon, Red rumped Swallow and   Rock Bunting.

Near to the village of Borislavtsi a highlight was a minimum of five singing         Olive Tree Warblers as well as at least four Woodchat Shrikes, singing Woodlark, numerous Red backed Shrikes, Quail, Black headed Bunting, Lesser spotted Eagle, Barred Warbler, Orphean Warbler, a couple of Bee Eaters, Common Buzzard, Kestrel, Corn Bunting and Skylark. On the nearby river were Mallards and a         Grey Heron.
In the village of Topolovo about twenty five Spanish Sparrows had taken residence   in a White Stork nest.

We returned to our hotel via Potochnitsa and again stopped at the bridge over the river where a couple of Rollers gave great views. Also here were Lesser spotted Eagle, Turtle Doves, Red backed Shrikes and Goldfinch. 

May 23rd
This morning we visited a Vulture feeding station near to the village of Potochnitsa. On the way Woodchat Shrike, Red backed Shrike and Hoopoe were noted.

At the feeding site there were a minimum of sixty two Griffon Vultures and three Egyptian Vultures as well as Hooded Crows.

Our walk from the vehicle to the hillside viewing area produced Alpine Swift,             Red rumped Swallow, Woodlark, Golden Oriole and a Nightjar.

A stroll around Potochnitsa was also productive with Olive Tree Warblers,                      Bee Eaters, Woodchat Shrikes, Cirl Bunting, Corn Bunting, Northern Wheatear, Crested Larks and Blue Tit all being seen before returning to our hotel for lunch.

After lunch we visited a colony of breeding Vultures. It was here that we saw half a dozen Rose coloured Starlings, Woodlark, Orphean Warbler, Woodchat Shrike, Greenfinch and both Griffon and Egyptian Vultures.
On the journey between Krumovgrad and Gorna Kula there were numerous good birds seen that included six Rollers, Woodchat Shrike, Nightingale, Sombre Tit, Lesser Grey Shrike, Red backed Shrike, Cirl Bunting, Black eared Wheatear,       Great Reed Warbler, Bee Eater, Red rumped Swallow, Black headed Bunting,    Turtle Dove, Little ringed Plover, Cuckoo and Jay.

May 24th
After our three night stay in Krumovgrad it was time to head for Bourgas on the  Black Sea coast where we’d stay for three nights.

Between Krumovgrad and Izvorovo Red backed Shrike, Nightingale, Little Owl, Spanish Sparrow, Crag Martin, Red rumped Swallow, Blackbird, House Martin, Swallow and Starling were seen.
We stopped a few km away from Izvorovo and moved into roadside wooded slopes. Our main target bird here was Masked Shrike and after a few minutes we’d all enjoyed excellent views of a pair. Also here were Olive Tree Warbler, Woodlark, Crested Lark, Golden Oriole, Great spotted Woodpecker, Red backed Shrike, Hoopoe, Whitethroat, Common Buzzard and a Hawfinch chick at the nest. A pale morph Booted Eagle flew overhead as did a Levant Sparrowhawk.

We took lunch nearby and here Black eared Wheatear, Woodchat Shrike, Bee Eater, Black headed Bunting, Nightingale, Crested Lark, Olive Tree Warbler and a few Tawny Pipits were seen.
Our next stop was to be a few km from Knyazhevo. Here the road looks down over rolling countryside that is excellent for raptors.

Before long we’d picked up a distant adult Eastern Imperial Eagle that was flying towards us and soon it’d come close enough to give very good views. A couple of Lesser spotted Eagles were further away but Long legged Buzzard also showed quite well. As Bee Eaters flew over, singing Calandra Larks gave fantastic views.
Two roadside Isabelline Wheatears showed very well near Zlatinitsa before our     next stop at a woodland a few km down the road. Here our main target bird of         Semi collared Flycatcher was soon bagged along with Bonelli’s Warbler, Chiffchaff, Golden Oriole, Ortolan Bunting, Spotted Flycatcher, Chaffinch, Common Buzzard and Nuthatch.

At the Strandja Tourist Complex near Sredets we found the expected pair of nesting Middle spotted Woodpeckers along with a male of the samamisicus race of           Common Redstart. This race has large white wing panels and is found further south than the phoenicurus race that inhabits most of the rest of Europe. Also showing well here were a pair of Semi collared Flycatchers at the nest along with Blackcap, Cuckoo and Great spotted Woodpecker. A Raven flew over and Nightingales sang hiddein in the undergrowth.
As we neared Bourgas a female Marsh Harrier, Red backed Shrike, two Little Egrets and a Magpie were seen before we pulled into a service station to refuel. This service station was adjacent to a small wetland and a male Penduline Tit gave great views as it built a nest that was hanging from a nearby tree. Cetti’s Warblers were singing here and we also saw Golden Oriole, Common Swift and Woodpigeon.

Scops Owls could be heard calling in the evening near to our coastal hotel just outside Bourgas.

May 25th
The day was to be spent at various sites around Bourgas.
First of all we visited the Bourgas Lakes close to the city.                                                 Here we had both Dalmation and White Pelicans, Squacco Heron, Night Heron,     four Spoonbills, Little Bittern, Great Reed Warbler, about thirty Little Gulls, twenty or so Black winged Stilts, Whiskered Tern, Black headed Wagtail, Spanish Sparrow, Pygmy Cormorant, Black headed Bunting, Little Owl being mobbed by              House Martins, a couple of Hawfinch and Yellow Wagtail along with Common Tern,    Great crested Grebe, Mallard, Coot, Yellow legged Gull, Pochard, Swallow, Gadwall, Shelduck, Swift and House Sparrow.
At Mandra Lake near to Dimchevo the best birds were White tailed Eagle, Kingfisher, Purple Heron, Golden Oriole, Turtle Dove, Pygmy Cormorant, Great Reed Warbler, Penduline Tit, Hooded Crow and a rufous phase Cuckoo. Also seen here were             Little Grebe, Common Tern, Pochard, Black headed Gull, Moorhen, Corn Bunting and Tree Sparrow.
We had lunch and some good birds at the Poda Reserve. The commonest bird here was Great Cormorant with about two hundred and fifty nesting on the disused electricity pylons. However, the Pygmy Cormorants were a little more interesting as were Squacco Heron, a couple of distant White tailed Eagles, six Bee Eaters, a dozen flyover Black Storks, a trio of Black necked Grebes, Marsh Harrier, Cetti’s Warbler, Sandwich Tern, Spoonbill, Common Tern and Redshank.

A nearby marsh held six Squacco Herons, Cetti’s Warbler and three Marsh Harriers and four Cattle Egrets, a scarce bird in Bulgaria, were a good find at Dolno Ezerovo.

We finished the day at some salt pans in the north of Bourgas. At the first site three Slender billed Gulls were the pick of what was on offer but there was much more to admire too with Mediterranean Gulls, Little Gulls, Black winged Stilts, Avocets, Spoonbills, Kentish Plovers, a couple of White winged Terns, three Ruff and a flock of forty three Curlew Sandpipers, most of which, were in full breeding plumage. Also here were Sand Martins and Black headed Gulls.
At a different part of the same salt pans there was a brief Marsh Sandpiper, fifty or   so Avocets, a couple of Little Terns, four Black tailed Godwits, Black winged Stilts, about eighty Curlew Sandpipers, ninety or so Little Stints, two pairs of Shoveler, Kentish Plover and Ringed Plover.

The walk from the road to the salt pans produced Nightingale, Cetti’s Warbler and a Syrian Woodpecker.

May 26th
Our first birding today was a visit to the salt pans at Pomorie. On the way Coot and    a few Night Herons were seen from the minibus.

At the salt pans by the salt museum at Pomorie there were numbers of Sandwich Tern and Avocets as well as a few Kentish Plovers, Little ringed Plovers and Little Terns. Also here were Common Terns, Yellow legged Gulls, Black winged Stilts, Swallow, Great Cormorant, Willow Warbler and House Martin.
We then spent the rest of the morning visiting another couple of salt pans before birding at Atannassovsko Lake.

The first salt pan had five Great White Egrets, Spoonbill, Great Reed Warbler,           Purple Heron, thirty or so Whiskered Terns, five drake Garganey, Lesser Grey Shrike, a couple of Black Terns, Ferruginous Ducks, two distant Gull billed Terns,                 six Little Gulls, Marsh Harriers and perhaps best of all three Collared Pratincoles               as well as Pochard, Shelduck and Goldfinch.
The next salt pan had three Kentish Plovers, ten Little Stints, Yellow legged Gull and Crested Lark.
At Atannassovsko Lake Black headed Bunting, Red backed Shrike, Golden Oriole, Whitethroat, Little Egrets, Avocets, Black winged Stilt, Marsh Harrier, Kestrel, Cetti’s Warbler, Olivaceous Warbler, Night Heron, Black headed Wagtail, Cuckoo and another Collared Pratincole were logged.

Marsh Fritillary butterflies were common here and there was also Fiery Copper.

At a wooded valley near Gydlyovtsa the best birds included Red backed Shrike, nesting Bee Eaters, Hawfinch, Common Buzzard, Black Stork, Cirl Bunting, Whitethroat, Green Woodpecker, Red rumped Swallow and three Hoopoes.

We also had excellent views of Suisliks here and an unidentified Skipper sp.

The marshy area at the end of Pomroy Resevoir has always been a reliable site on previous tours for Ruddy Shelduck and today was no different as we counted eleven spread out in a field. As we scoped the marshy areas a minimum of ten Hawfinch gave fabulous views and there were also Wood Sandpipers, Shelduck, Black Storks, over thirty Bee Eaters, Isabelline Wheatear, Crested Larks, Curlew Sandpipers, Olivaceous Warblers, Little Stints, singing Nightingale, three Squacco Herons, Northern Wheatear, Black headed Wagtail, Little ringed Plover, House Martin, Swallow and Swift to keep us busy.

Marsh Fritillary butterflies were abundant here.

May 27th
Today we departed the Bourgas area and moved about 140km north along the coast  to Krapec where we’d stay for three nights.

Our first stop at Goritsa produced Middle and Great spotted Woodpeckers, Blackcap, Spotted Flycatcher, Semi collared Flycatcher, Short toed Treecreeper, Chaffinch,  Blue Tit and three singing Wood Warblers.

Kamchia Nature Reserve was disappointing with only Semi collared Flycatcher, Nuthatch, Nightingale, Song Thrush, Robin and Bee Eater being recorded.

At the Albena resort there were poor and brief views of Grey headed Woodpecker. Lesser spotted and Middle spotted Woodpeckers were also here as were Hawfinch, Treecreeper, Semi collared Flycatcher, Spotted Flycatcher, Woodpigeon, Cuckoo   and Song Thrush.                                                                                                           At Balchik a juvenile Eagle Owl was at the nest site on a limestone crag.
May 28th
Durankulak Lake, not too far from the Romanian border, was where we’d start today. The site is most well known for it’s Paddyfield Warblers – an extremely rare breeding species in Europe. Within minutes of exiting the minibus we were enjoying fabulous views of a minimum of four of these sought after Acrocephalus warblers. A party of fifteen Rose coloured Starlings flew past and they, or another fifteen, were seen again later. As we watched the Paddyfield Warblers both male and female Bearded Tits competed for our attention and a Nightjar flew straight across our view. The rare Ferruginous Ducks perhaps didn’t receive as much attention as they deserved as also on view were Lesser Grey and Red backed Shrikes, Great Reed Warbler, Garganey, Squacco Heron, Purple Heron and Black headed Bunting along with Cuckoo, Kestrel, Marsh Harrier, Corn Bunting and Reed Bunting.
We returned to Krapec for lunch where a female Red footed Falcon flew past, a not too showy Barred Warbler sang and twenty or so Bee Eaters could be admired.

In the afternoon we went to Shabla Lake. Birds here were two Rollers,                    Red backed Shrike, Lesser Grey Shrike, Golden Oriole, Turtle Dove, Barred Warbler, Stonechat, Marsh Warbler, Tawny Pipit, Northern Wheatear, Black headed Bunting, Ferruginous Duck, Lapwing, Sand Martin, Marsh Harrier, Hooded Crow,                   White Stork, Yellow Wagtail, Spoonbill, Great White Egret, Grey Heron, Bee Eater, Rose coloured Starling and Syrian Woodpecker.

A brief look at Sablenska Lake yielded Red rumped Swallow, Lesser Grey Shrike, Little Grebe, Sand Martin, Bee Eater and numerous Grey Herons.

May 29th
The bulk of our time today would be spent at the excellent Kaliakra Headland. Between Krapec and the headland Lesser Grey Shrikes, Spanish Sparrow, Stonechat and Calandra Lark were all noted.

At an area of steppe close to the headland we soon found the hoped for Stone Curlews when a pair showed well on the ground and in flight. Short toed Lark was a new bird for the trip list and Calandra Lark, Woodlark, Tawny Pipit, Golden Oriole and Hoopoe weren’t too bad either. Jackdaw and Cuckoo were also here.
The best of the birds at the headland were arguably the ten or so Pied Wheatears but perhaps the most surprising were the three Black throated Divers on the sea. Half a dozen Rose coloured Starlings and Alpine Swifts were entertaining as were twenty or so Mediterranean Gulls, Spanish Sparrow, Red rumped Swallow, Bee Eaters, Mediterranean Shags, Sandwich Terns and Spotted Flycatcher but unfortunately the small groups of Yelkouan Shearwaters totalling about forty birds didn’t show very well to everybody nor did the four fly by Gull billed Terns.

On the way to Kavarna Lesser Grey Shrikes and Rose coloured Starlings were seen.

A walk through the valley at Kavarna produced Alpine Swift, Olivaceous Warbler, Hobby, Nightingale, Grey Heron, Song Thrush, Red backed Shrike, Bee Eater, Yellow legged Gull, Penduline Tit, Golden Oriole, Honey Buzzard, Common Buzzard and Syrian Woodpecker.
In the Bolata Valley the best of the birds were Black headed Bunting, Bee Eater, Olivaceous Warbler, two Hoopoes, Red backed Shrikes, Red rumped Swallows,  Great Reed Warblers, Long legged Buzzard, Golden Oriole and Hobby but the            Eagle Owl that is known to be in the area was not being cooperative.

May 30th
Today we started our journey back towards Sofia with an overnight stop at Beklemeto along the way. It rained for most of the day.
At Balchik we again checked the Eagle Owl nest but only the juvenile that we saw a couple of days ago was there. We also had Barred Warbler, Golden Oriole and Calandra Lark.

Birds seen en rout to Beklemeto were Golden Oriole, Black headed Bunting,           Lesser spotted Eagle, Mistle Thrush, Crested Lark, Red rumped Swallow and Nightingale.                                                                                                                     A short walk near the hotel in damp and cold conditions wasn’t very productive with Chiffchaff, Robin and Chaffinch see. A Tawny Owl could be heard during the night.

May 31st
It was still raining as we ate breakfast and before too long we were on the way towards Vitosha on the outskirts of Sofia.

Between Beklemeto and Koprivshtitsa the rain continued but when it eventually started to clear we took advantage and had a walk and did a little birding.
We saw Bee Eater, Corn Bunting, Olivaceous Warbler, Tree Sparrow, Raven, Common Buzzard, Red backed Shrike, Red rumped Swallow, White Wagtail, Isabelline Wheatear, Black Redstart, Black headed Wagtail, Northern Wheatear, Hoope, Long legged Buzzard and a Sparrowhawk carrying off an unfortunate Wheatear.

Woodland Ringlet butterflies were also seen.

At Koprivshtitsa about thirty White Storks fed in a field and Dipper, Ortolan Bunting, Yellowhammer, Bee Eater, Raven and Sombre Tit were seen nearby.                                In a park in the town Serin, Willow Tit and a male Redstart of the race Phoenicurus were seen.

The first Rooks of the trio were seen near to Sofia along with Raven, Marsh Warbler and Stonechat.

The weather looked reasonably clear at the top of Mt Vitosha so we decided to have an hour up there just in case the weather was poor tomorrow.

It proved to be a good decision as about ten Nutcrackers gave good views as did three Firecrests, Grey Wagtail and Coal Tit.
June 1st
We returned to the top of the mountain this morning and again had great views of Nutcracker. New birds for the trip were Water Pipit and Whinchat and also seen were Black Redstart, Robin, Raven, Dunnock, Firecrest, Chiffchaff, Blackcap, Goldcrest, Chaffinch, Honey Buzzard, Common Buzzard, Grey Wagtail and White Wagtail.

We returned to our hotel for lunch.

In the afternoon we went to a marsh near Dragoman, about forty minutes out of Sofia, that Simmo described as his local patch ! It became known as Simmo’s marsh. 

For a local patch it wasn’t bad – nearly as good as the Ribble. But still no Dunlin.

The wetland stretched out in front of us and it held numerous good birds. Soon we’d logged Garganey, at least eight Purple Herons, Great White Egrets, Coot, at least ten Marsh Harriers, Great Reed Warbler, a minimum of seven Ferruginous Ducks, Squacco Heron, Little Bittern, Great crested Grebe, Little Grebe, Corn Bunting, six White Storks, three Great Bitterns, two very pale Long legged Buzzards, singing Quail, three in flight White Pelicans, Black headed Wagtail and Black headed Bunting
At Dragoman Marsh it was starting to rain and thunder and lightning was imminent. We had time to see Marsh Warbler, Great Reed Warbler and Red backed Shrike and to hear a singing Savi’s Warbler before returning to the hotel for our last night in Bulgaria.

June 2nd
We had a couple of hours after breakfast so we visited a different part of the         Vitosha Mountain. Here there were good views of Firecrest, Willow Tit and Bullfinch as well as Goldcrest, Blackcap, Grey Wagtail, Chiffchaff, Great spotted Woodpecker, Robin, Coal Tit, Woodpigeon, Nuthatch and Jay. Non bird interest was provided by Red Squirrel and Fire Salamander.

We returned to the hotel, changed and departed for the airport. Here we said our goodbyes to Simmo and Slavvy and checked in for our flights home.

