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	Trip Report:

	Eastern Poland  -  Bialowieza & Biebrza, May 2010



	Trip Leaders:
	Stuart Meredith (Ribble Bird Tours)

Andy Petreyna


	Participants:
	Ron & Sue Bedford, Jean Lund, John Parkinson, 
Ruth Paisley, Barbara Lee, Andrea Jackson, Dave Riley, 
Peter & Dorothy Kitching, Olive Brown, Roy Drinkwater, 
Joan Williams, Arwel Davies, Joyce Clarkson.


	Day 1 / 12th May

	Weather:
	Warm and cloudy, with occasional heavy rain showers.

	Influential musicians were the first theme of the trip, as the group assembled at Liverpool John Lennon Airport for the morning Wizz Air flight to Warsaw’s Frédéric Chopin Airport, where we were met by Andy, our Polish guide.  
By 1 p.m., we had set off in our spacious coach for the journey to Bialowieza, and a Hooded Crow had the distinction of being the first bird to be seen.  Whilst driving through the centre of Warsaw, many Common Swifts, House Martins and Barn Swallows were seen (as they would be for the rest of the trip).  Shortly after leaving the city, a couple of Marsh Harriers glided by, followed by Common Buzzard and Montagu’s Harrier, and the first White Stork was seen soon after.  A Red-backed Shrike was glimpsed briefly.
Outside our mid-afternoon coffee / apple pie / pizza stop, the first Black Redstart was spotted at the top of a nearby tree.  Increasing numbers of White Storks were then seen by the roadside as we progressed to an early evening arrival at the hotel, where we were greeted by the first of many Yellowhammers and the sound of nearby Thrush Nightingales.

	Overnight stay:
	Bialowieza  -  Hotel Bialowieski [http://hotel.bialowieza.pl/eng/index.php]
(A medium-sized hotel on the edge of Bialowieza village, with well-maintained gardens overlooking the adjacent countryside.  Spacious en-suite rooms, with satellite TV.  Extensive buffet breakfast.  High quality 3-course evening meal.)


	Day 2 / 13th May

	Weather:
	Chilly at first and then generally warm and cloudy, with occasional periods of sun and showers.

	We set off at 5.30 a.m. for a short drive to the entrance of the Palace Park in the village, where Red-backed Shrikes and numerous Whinchats made an appearance, with calling Cuckoos and Corncrakes in the background.  We walked to the ‘Strict Reserve’ part of the Bialowieza Forest, where we were met by local guide Arrek, whose knowledge and enthusiasm about the natural history of the area were clear for all to see.  As we proceeded through the reserve, he pointed out many interesting plants, fungi and trees in this, the largest remnant of the original European broad-leaved forest.  He then guided us to a Middle Spotted Woodpecker nest hole, and we were soon rewarded by good views of a pair.  We also had close views of a pair of Collared Flycatchers visiting their own nest, as a Honey Buzzard circled overhead.
Walking back through the Strict Reserve, a superb male Hawfinch lingered on the track 10 yards in front of us.   On entering the park again, the first Golden Oriole of the trip was heard, and a Raven croaked and was then seen.  This was closely followed by views of a Wryneck perching on a fence and a Tree Pipit, whilst a Montagu’s Harrier floated by over the tree line.  A River Warbler was heard nearby, but attention was diverted to a Grass Snake sliding across the path in front of us.  There were good views of an adult male Red-breasted Flycatcher and several Serins just before leaving the park.
After a late breakfast back at the hotel, a short drive led us to a pair of White-backed Woodpeckers visiting their nest hole, and a nearby Icterine Warbler performed well.  Three-toed Woodpecker was known to be in this area too, but it gave only a fleeting glimpse, and a Great Spotted Woodpecker was heard but not seen.
Rain and thunder forced us to visit the park café for a break, but this had a sheltered veranda where we had our first sightings of Spotted Flycatcher, Blackcap, Lesser Whitethroat and Marsh Tit.  A Wryneck posed for several minutes in front of us whilst we consumed our coffee, and a Common Buzzard flew by.  The reeds and bushes around the nearby lake then gave us prolonged views of three more new species  -  Great Reed Warbler and Common Rosefinch, and a River Warbler that posed and sang on a fence post across the lake.
We had arranged to meet Arrek again for a dusk walk after an early evening meal, and he took us to a site in the forest near the village where, a few minutes later, a Woodcock flew over, closely followed by two Cuckoos and then, as planned, a Pygmy Owl perched for us on its favourite tree.

	Overnight stay:
	Bialowieza  -  Hotel Bialowieski


	Day 3 / 14th May

	Weather:
	Warm, with heavy rain at first and then periods of sun and showers.

	This morning’s pre-breakfast walk for some from the hotel was eventually rained-off, but not before there were good views of many Whinchats, along with single sightings of Great Spotted Woodpecker, River Warbler, Grey Heron and Thrush Nightingale.
After breakfast, and whilst assembling for our next journey, some of the group had telescope views of a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker in the distant trees, but everyone saw a Wryneck pair visiting their nest hole just next to our accommodation, along with the ever-present Song Thrushes, Serins, and Yellowhammers in the gardens.  A Lesser Whitethroat was also performing well in a nearby bush, and some group members reported seeing both Roe Deer and Red Deer in the surrounding countryside.
After a half-hour drive (when a Lesser Spotted Eagle was seen by some), we walked through the northern part of the ‘Strict Reserve.’  Numerous Wood Warblers were heard, and some were seen very closely, along with several Hawfinches and a White-backed Woodpecker.  New species for the trip included a pair of Common Crossbill flying over the track, Jay and Long-tailed Tit.  A suspected Wood Sandpiper flying overhead above the trees was later thought more likely to have been a Green Sandpiper. An open area of river and meadows led to the rich sounds of Corncrake, Thrush Nightingale and Golden Oriole, and a Barred Warbler was seen by most of the group.  Overhead, a Goshawk and a couple of Marsh Harriers were identified.
Just as on the previous day, a return visit to the café in the Palace Park coincided with a period of heavy rain and the same rich bird life in the surrounding trees.  A wide range of ice cream flavours was an additional attraction!  On returning to the hotel, most of the group walked a short distance down the road where, after a patient wait, a pair of Grey-headed Woodpeckers was observed visiting their nest hole.  A Whitethroat was heard for the first time, and there were good views of both River Warbler and Marsh Warbler.

After another early evening meal, a 45-minute drive for most of the group took us to an open wetland site where, almost immediately, several Common Snipe were seen circling and drumming overhead but, more excitingly and after another patient wait, half a dozen Great Snipe then performed their ‘lekking’ in front of us for several minutes.

	Overnight stay:
	Bialowieza  -  Hotel Bialowieski


	Day 4 / 15th May

	Weather:
	Warm and cloudy most of the day, with cool breezes from time to time.

	The pre-breakfast walk for some resulted in more sightings of Honey Buzzard, Raven and Hawfinch, and the first sighting of a Golden Oriole.  A Pine Marten was also briefly observed foraging through the bushes a few yards away.
The first of several stops en route to our next hotel was at the southern end of Siemonakoweka Lake, where we were greeted by the sight of Black-headed Gulls and dozens of Terns skimming over the marshes and open water  -  mainly White-winged and Black, with the occasional Common and Whiskered.  Also present were numbers of other ‘firsts’ for the trip  -  Coot, Great Crested Grebe, Gadwall, Garganey, Reed Bunting, Linnet, Sand Martin, Greylag Goose and Great White Egret.  In the distance, a booming (Great) Bittern would become a familiar sound for the rest of the trip.  Two minutes after boarding the coach, we were out again having close views of a Black Stork wading in a nearby drainage ditch, and there was a tantalisingly brief view of our first White-tailed Eagle.
Half an hour later, we were at the northern end of the lake, where many of the same species were present, along with even more firsts for the trip amongst the nearby reeds and bushes  -  a Whitethroat, a few Sedge and Reed Warblers, several Yellow Wagtails, and a pair of Penduline Tits busily visiting their nest.  Overhead, a Goshawk was circling, and a Lesser Spotted Eagle appeared in the far distance.
Across the road from our early afternoon coffee and cake stop, an Icterine Warbler was seen by most of the group, and our first Kestrel was seen soon after boarding the coach. Our arrival at the Dojlidy Fish Ponds just outside Bialystok was greeted once again by booming Bitterns and by hundreds of Black-Headed Gulls, and our walk around the embankments resulted in yet more new sightings  -  Red-necked Grebes, Little Gulls, Tufted Ducks, Ferruginous Ducks and a pair of Black-necked Grebes.
After another productive day, we arrived at our new hotel in the early evening, overlooking the adjacent marshes and river.

	Overnight stay:
	Goniądz  -  Hotel Bartek, Bartlowizna Complex [www.biebrza.com.pl].
(A medium-sized hotel, on the edge of Goniądz village.  Good quality en-suite rooms, with satellite TV.  Free internet access in the reception area.  More limited (but still adequate) buffet breakfast.  Good quality 3-course evening meal.)


	Day 5 / 16th May

	Weather:
	Warm and breezy, sunny in the morning and overcast in the afternoon, with heavy rain at the end.

	Those choosing to take today’s pre-breakfast walk were soon rewarded by more new species  -  Tree Sparrows, Curlew, Cormorant, and Black-tailed Godwits  -  and good sightings of others, including Serins, Yellow Wagtail, Golden Oriole, Common Cranes, and Cuckoo.  Many White-winged Terns were, as usual, swooping over the water.
The same walk for the whole group after breakfast resulted in us stalking a very close Corncrake along the road-side bushes, but to no avail except for a very brief glimpse by the trip leader.  A group of 30 White Storks and a White-tailed Eagle overhead provided some compensation before we boarded our coach for the short journey to Osowiec Fortress.  This was billed as a prime site for seeing Bluethroat, and one could be heard immediately, but unfortunately on this occasion only one group member had a sighting.  A Savi’s Warbler was however performing well for prolonged periods at the top of the reeds.
Moving on to our picnic lunch site overlooking the river and marshes at Brzostowo, Dunlin, Ruff and a couple of Little Terns were identified amongst a wide selection of waders, ducks and other terns, whilst an Icterine Warbler showed well before returning to the coach.  On our onward journey, some had passing views of Golden Oriole and Montagu’s Harrier before arriving at Wizna, where Goldeneye was a surprise sighting for this area, along with a pair of Black-necked Grebes and an Otter in the background.
An open area of fields and bushes back near Osowiec then provided excellent views of a couple of Citrine Wagtails at this, the westerly extreme of their distribution.  Groups of Black-tailed Godwits and 10 Ruff (some in full breeding plumage) were wheeling and calling over the fields.  Frustratingly, Bluethroats could be heard but were determined not to be seen.
Our journey back was accompanied by very heavy rain, which thankfully had come to an end by the time we arrived at the hotel, though it was reported that the electronics in the coach’s gearbox had become flooded.

	Overnight stay:
	Goniądz  -  Hotel Bartek


	Day 6 / 17th May

	Weather:
	Warm and cloudy in the morning, and periods of heavy rain and sun in the afternoon.

	Unusually, today’s early morning walk produced no new species, but there were good views of Marsh Warbler, Montagu’s Harrier and Common Rosefinch.
After breakfast, we found that the coach had gone for repair, but a replacement minibus had been very efficiently organised for the day, and we were soon on our way back to the Osowiec area in search of the elusive Bluethroats. Singing Sedge, Reed and Savi’s Warblers, Lesser Whitethroat and Common Rosefinch were soon evident at the fortress site, with Marsh Harrier and drumming Snipe over the reeds.  At the second site, a Great Grey Shrike posed for a long time at the top of a nearby bush, and Yellow Wagtails were busy in the fields.  The previous day’s Citrine Wagtails had increased in number, and they gave prolonged views in the bushes and on the track ahead, whilst in the distance our first Elk could be seen.  Then at last, after a patient wait, a superb male Bluethroat posed and sang for us close by in the bushes, with a pair of Cuckoo flying overhead.
Back in the minibus, a Collared Dove and Grey Partridges were briefly seen, before our next stop for close views of an Ortolan Bunting posing on nearby wires, followed by a period of intense activity overhead  -  Common Cranes, Marsh Harrier, Honey Buzzard, White-tailed Eagle and Spotted Eagle  -  with our second Elk in the distance.
Our traditional early afternoon stop at a riverside café near Wizna coincided with heavy rain and thunder, but some compensation was provided by the accompanying Tree Sparrows, Great White Egrets, and plates of frytki.
   As the rain eased off, a half-hour drive took us to Dluga Luka, another productive site that for some provided the highlights of the trip  -  firstly, a large Elk only 20 yards away which lingered for a while before disappearing into the bushes and, secondly, a superb singing Aquatic Warbler which kept our attention for 15 minutes and which must have read the ‘Collins’ field guide (“Breeds only in open, waterlogged sedge meadows and prefers just foot-high vegetation, so now rare .... main known stronghold in E Poland”).  A Grasshopper Warbler reeling in the background tried but failed to compete for our attention.
Our final site of the day provided many old favourites including Yellow Wagtails, booming Bittern, Black-tailed Godwits and hundreds of White-winged Terns, as well as yet another new species  -  Short-toed Eagle floating over but then disappearing quickly into the distance.
After another excellent evening meal, we were pleased to see that our coach and trusted driver had returned following their day at the garage.

	Overnight stay:
	Goniądz  -  Hotel Bartek


	Day 7 / 18th May

	Weather:
	Warm and cloudy in the morning, and heavy rain all afternoon.

	A last walk around the hotel gardens before breakfast produced the usual Tree Sparrows, Serins and Spotted Flycatcher, whilst over the marshes there were more good views of Garganey, Snipe, Marsh Harrier, Cranes and, of course, White-winged Terns.
There were to be three further birding stops before our return to Warsaw on this final day, and all proved to be productive.  
At Czechowamo, there were excellent prolonged views of many Marsh Harriers and White-tailed Eagles, though the nearby Great Reed Warblers and Yellow Wagtails were doing their best to divert us.  There were also another four new species for the trip  -  Lesser Black-backed Gull, Caspian Gull, Yellow-legged Gull and Wigeon.  
A Syrian Woodpecker was heard drumming as soon as we arrived at Tykocin, but it took some time for it to appear in flight, crossing several times between the trees on either side of a stream.  In the meantime, we were rewarded by good views of Golden Oriole, Icterine Warbler, Common Rosefinch and Thrush Nightingale.
Rain forced us to take refuge in the local café for more coffee and apple pie before departing for our final site just outside the village.  However, the Bee-eaters hadn’t yet arrived, but Sand Martins and a Corn Bunting were in residence.
A lone Black Stork was the last bird to be seen as we entered Warsaw’s suburbs, before our arrival at our final hotel.  After the usual efficient checking-in, we said our goodbyes and thanks to Andy, who was returning by train to his home near Krakow.

	Overnight stay:
	Warsaw  -  Hotel Gromada (Airport Okeçie) [http://gromada-airport.hotel-rn.com/].
(A large modern hotel, typical of many airport hotels internationally, chosen because of its close proximity to the airport.  Satisfactory en-suite rooms, with satellite TV.  Free internet access in the reception area.  Extensive buffet breakfast.  Average quality 2-course evening meal.)


	Postscript (Days 8 to 10):  Extension to 21st May

	Weather:
	Very warm, with long sunny periods and occasional light showers.

	Most of the group left the hotel for the 6 a.m. Wizz Air flight to Liverpool, but Andrea and Dave had arranged with Ribble Bird Tours to stay in Warsaw (at the same hotel) for two extra days.
Using the efficient public transport system, they explored this fascinating city, much of which was destroyed during the Second World War but then faithfully re-constructed.  The tragic history of hundreds of thousands of the city’s residents at the hands of both the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany was graphically displayed in the museums and many outdoor exhibitions and memorials.  Nevertheless, café life and excellent restaurants were abundant.  The parks were alive with Blackcaps, Tree Sparrows and Red Squirrels, and two new species (of dubious origin) were Mandarin Duck and Goosander, whilst a bird gliding very quickly from the Palace of Culture could have been one of the resident Peregrine Falcons that Andy had mentioned before departing.  A definite new species was a Hedgehog scuttling across the hotel car park before departing for the nearby airport for the flight home (i.e. Andrea and Dave, not the hedgehog!).
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	New species each day
	28
	47
	21
	25
	14
	5
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	Total species each day
	28
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	Total species seen    =  142
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Other species heard  =  4
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


� Frytki  =  chips!





