Bulgaria – the ‘Via Pontica flyway’
13-20 September 2014
The following is an account of a week’s birding trip to the Bulgarian Black Sea coast,
organised and led by Lance Degnan and Nick Whitehouse of Birding Abroad. Group
members also included Mick Bellas, Marin Limbert, Tony Rhodes and Gary Dayes. The aim
of the trip was to explore the wetlands, forests, hills and capes along the so-called “Via
Pontica flyway” and so witness and enjoy the huge variety of migrating birds passing through
the region at this time of year.
Saturday 13 September – our flight departed from Humberside airport at 09:10 and we duly
arrived in Bourgas on the Black Sea coast early in the afternoon. After collecting our hire
vehicle, a comfortable Renault Trafic people carrier, we made our way north along the
coastline to the Pomorie salt pans where we spent the rest of the afternoon. Here we
enjoyed nice views of a selection of waders which included multiples of Kentish Plover,
Wood Sandpiper, Little Stint and Curlew Sandpiper. Close views were had of Pygmy
Cormorants, often sitting alongside the more numerous Great Cormorants. Gulls included a
couple of Slender-billed and about 600 Little, whilst four flying Caspian Terns added to the
variety. As if to emphasise that we were now in south-east Europe at a peak time for
migration, several flocks of calling BeeEaters passed overhead, and the first pelicans of the
trip, a flock of about 300 Great White, moved gracefully across the skyline towards their
roosting site. Every short stop or walk produced Red-backed Shrikes, a species that was to
prove very common on each day of the trip.
At dusk, we checked into our hotel in Sarafovo, and enjoyed a nice evening meal before
retiring for the night.
Sunday 14 September - the aim today was to explore the key wetland sites close to
Bourgas. We began at Lake Atanasovsko. The salt pans here held small groups of feeding
Dalmatian Pelicans which gave nice views and a total of over 60 birds present. The early
morning warmth induced a couple of Honey Buzzards to rise and begin their journey south.
Several passing Marsh Harriers took an interest in the waders present, forcing them to keep
on the move. Ten Marsh Sandpipers were a highlight but others included groups of Spotted
Redshank, Greenshank, Ruff, Curlew Sandpiper and Little Stint. A reed lined drainage ditch
produced some close views of a party of Penduline Tits, including both adults and a couple
of the rather nondescript and potentially confusing juvenile birds. A few Bearded Tits were
also showed, whilst gulls using the salinas included 120 Slender-billed and numerous
Mediterranean. A late Roller was sitting on the telegraph wires, a Woodchat Shrike was
noted and three Red-rumped Swallows passed overhead amongst a constant procession of
their commoner cousins. A handful of Tree Pipits called as they passed overhead, and as
the day progressed a few each of the more common migrants such as Whinchat, Wheatear,
Spotted Flycatcher, Willow Warbler and Reed Warbler were noted.
We then moved on to Lake Bourgas, where we stopped at suitable road-side pull-ins. Here
we enjoyed close views of Whiskered Terns, both adults and young in various stages of
plumage progression from juvenile to first winter and adult summer to adult winter. The lake
was covered in Great Crested Grebes and Coot, whilst dabbling duck included good
numbers of Common Shelduck, Gadwall, Shoveler, Pintail and Teal, whilst Pochard were the

most numerous diving duck. Two White-winged Terns were picked out from the more
numerous Whiskered Terns. A major highlight was the pelicans, with Great White Pelican
totalling some 650 birds. Some of these fished in organised groups, herding shoals of fish
into ever smaller loose circles of birds. Nearby a handful of Dalmatian Pelicans allowed good
identification comparisons. The lake margins produced 15 Squacco Herons, and a flock of
19 Spoonbills.

Dalmatian Pelican

After a cafe lunch, we continued to make lake side stops to enjoy the bird life. Agricultural
fields held many large flocks of sparrows, close scrutiny of which showed the majority to be
Spanish Sparrows. A couple of Hoopoes added to the colour, with at least two or three of
these being seen daily thereafter. The trees and scrub alongside the lake were productive
for migrants, with two Wrynecks, Cetti’s Warbler, Common Redstart, a Golden Oriole and a
shy Thrush Nightingale being seen. We then spent a couple of hours at the Poda reserve,
where close views were enjoyed of various marsh birds including 20 Great Egrets, 50 Pygmy
Cormorants, several Whiskered Terns and 200 Little Gulls. The observation tower provided
a panoramic view of the reserve and amongst the regularly patrolling Marsh Harrier and
Osprey, there was a brief flurry of raptor activity which included five Honey Buzzards, two
Black Kites, a Hobby and a juvenile Montagu’s Harrier. A wooded hill bordering the reserve
was home to a family of White-tailed Eagles which gave nice views as they majestically
cruised across the sky.
The day was concluded at the southern end of Lake Atanasovsko, where one of the salinas
was full of waders. Here we soaked up the chance to see numerous close Little Stints,

Curlew Sandpipers and six Marsh Sandpipers as well as more standard fare such as Dunlin,
Redshank, Greenshank, Ruff, Ringed and Kentish Plovers.
Just before our evening meal back at the hotel, the sea was checked revealing some 1000
Mediterranean Gulls in a pre-roost gathering just offshore.
Monday 15 September – today we headed north from Bourgas firstly along the coast and
then into the interior where we stopped at the Dyulinski Pass, well known as a good location
for observing migrating raptors. The morning was spent scanning the skies and surrounding
wooded valleys and gradually the birds came southwards, small group after small group,
some very high, some lower. The two and half hours to lunchtime yielded, 50 Honey
Buzzards, two Black Kites, 10 Short-toed Eagles, 35 Marsh Harriers, seven Montagu’s
Harriers, six Sparrowhawks, 10 Common Buzzards, 25 Lesser Spotted Eagles, 10 Kestrels,
five Hobby and a single Peregrine as well as 37 Black Stork, three White Stork and 27
Great White Pelicans. A few Chaffinch were also moving south and 28 Tree Pipits were
logged. The roadside oak scrub surrounding us was also explored, with two Green
Woodpeckers, 15 Hawfinch, three Red-breasted Flycatchers, a Wood Warbler, two Cirl
Bunting, 10 Wood Larks and a fine and very obliging Sombre Tit being noted.
Moving on north we rejoined the coastal road and made a stop for a welcome coffee, before
pushing on through Varna and onto our next main birding destination of the day at Cape
Kaliakra. The dry steppe-like habitat was explored slowly on foot, giving us ample
opportunity to get really nice views of the typical species. Two Lesser Grey Shrikes and a
Woodchat Shrike were outnumbered by some 120 Red-backed Shrikes. Calandra Larks
were already beginning to flock with some 120 birds being seen as well as three Greater
Short-toed Larks and 12 Tawny Pipits. A few Northern Wheatears and 18 Whinchat were
present and a Corncrake was flushed. But best of all were the family party of five Pied
Wheatears, adults and young which showed really well on an isolated building which had no
doubt served as their breeding ‘rock face’ in the preceding weeks. BeeEaters appeared
from time to time, the eventual day count being c700.

Pied Wheatear

We eventually reached our accommodation at the Branta Birding Lodge on the edge of Lake
Durankulak with just over one hour’s light remaining. From the lodge terrace we scanned the
lake and surrounding fields, over which had accumulated a pre-roost Swallow gathering of
quite staggering proportions. We estimated there were at least 50,000 birds present,
including some Sand Martins, and the sky seemed literally full of the birds, almost like
midges over a marsh. Not unexpectedly, a couple of Hobbies were attracted to this aerial
‘feast’. Finally before our evening meal, a Great Reed Warbler was watched feeding on the
vine which grew along the terrace of the lodge.
Tuesday 16 September – the morning was spent birding the area around Lake Durankulak,
beginning at the beach camp ground to the north of the lake. The most visible migrants in
the trees were Red-breasted Flycatchers with about 25 being present, mainly first-year birds,
but also at least three cracking adult males. Half a dozen Spotted Flycatchers, five Redstarts
and a few Willow and Garden Warblers were also in attendance. We then took a walk along
the beach path bordering the main lake, seeking out any sheltered spots where warblers
might be feeding away from the stiff breeze which had developed. Reed, Sedge and Great
Reed were all encountered, but try as we did, we could not manage to connect with any late
Paddyfield Warblers that may have been lingering thereabouts. A few herons rose from the
reed beds every so often, including several Purple, Grey and Squacco as well as a Great
Bittern. The shoreline yielded several waders including a few each of Grey Plover, Kentish
Plover and Sanderling. Over the sea there were numerous Mediterranean Gulls, a single
Black Tern and amongst the many Cormorants present it was easy to pick out a handful of
Shags, here of the local desmarestii race. Groups of larger gulls were present, mainly
Yellow-legged, but also including a few Caspian Gulls and two Lesser Black-backed. Lunch
was then taken at the beach campsite cafe, before we explored further habitats around the
lake.
A stroll through a small copse produced a Lesser Grey Shrike, five more Red-breasted
Flycatchers, Common Cuckoo and a Syrian Woodpecker. As evening drew in we positioned
ourselves in the open steppe-like fields to the south of the lake. The huge gathering of
Swallows and Sand Martins was again noted, though the aggregate totals were down by half
compared to the previous evening’s quite staggering count. Our patience was rewarded
when two juvenile circus harriers appeared and began quartering the area, occasionally
resting on the ground and allowing us good scope views of the key features. One proved to
be a Pallid Harrier and the other a Montagu’s Harrier, both showing all the key features well
and allowing an excellent and hugely enjoyable side by side comparison.
Wednesday 17 September – the first hour or so was spent birding from the garden of the
lodge. This produced a Lesser Spotted Woodpecker as well as the now familiar grape eating
Great Reed Warbler. Raptor interest started early with a mighty Saker Falcon which swept
across the adjoining fields. This theme continued after breakfast when before setting off the
day, we scanned the short grass fields just inland from the lodge and were treated to a
splendid raptor show. First a Long-legged Buzzard appeared, then an adult male Redfooted Falcon, then an adult male Pallid Harrier, a Lesser Spotted Eagle, a Goshawk, two
White-tailed Eagles, two juvenile Montagu’s Harriers, a Hobby, several Marsh Harriers and a
Common Buzzard! It was quite simply one of those action packed hours which left the group
quite enthralled. We had to set off at some stage and our next birding site was the wetland
complex around Lake Shabla a few kilometres to the south. A short walk around the reed
edges produced Purple Herons and a flock of flava wagtails, whilst overhead a Short-toed

Eagle came close and a flock of 24 Spoonbill flew south. Scanning the lake enabled us to
enjoy excellent close comparative views of several Whiskered, Black and White-winged
Terns along with some 100 Little Gulls. Ducks included five Garganey, one Red-crested
Pochard, three Ferruginous Duck and a female Scaup as well as a single Red-necked and
half a dozen Black-necked Grebes. A chance encounter with another birding group enabled
us to hear news of a Masked Shrike which had just been found close by.

.

juvenile Masked Shrike
Fortunately the bird remained faithful to a small area, and we enjoyed terrific views of it, a
juvenile feeding on large insects in the grass and basking in the sunny weather. We
absorbed all the key features – arming ourselves ready for that dream encounter with one on
our own coast back home - which of course promptly happened when one famously arrived
at Spurn in Yorkshire the day after our trip concluded! It seems Masked Shrikes have
expanded their range and numbers in Bulgaria in recent years, but anyway this one bird was
a welcome and unexpected bonus for the trip.
Moving on again we then had a cafe lunch and later visited the Cape Kaliakra. The stone
walls of the ancient ruins were home to several stunning Pied Wheatears, surely only days
before they would depart for the autumn, and a handful of migrant Red-breasted Flycatchers
which used the small bushes on the cliff faces to shelter and feed. As evening came we
took a stroll in a nearby valley bottom, noting a Little Bittern, c40 Alpine Swifts, a Redrumped Swallow, a Hawfinch, more Red-breasted Flycatchers and a couple of hundred
White Wagtails. A noted site for Eagle Owl, our patience was rewarded as first a bird called
several times and then flew up from its daytime roosting site and perched out in the open on
the rock face of the gorge. We enjoyed stunning views of the owl before it was time to return
to our accommodation.

Eagle Owl showed rather nicely

Thursday 18 September - the day started with a drive around lake Durankulak to an area
where a Greater Spotted Eagle had been seen the day before. The bird eventually
appeared, a sub-adult, another excellent raptor for the trip, allowing us to compare its
features with a couple of nearby Lesser Spotted Eagles. Whilst enjoying this sight, four Redthroated Pipits called as they flew close by us and we noted that the first influx of Song
Thrushes of the autumn had commenced. The plan today was to re-visit Cape Kaliakra and
to check out suitable areas for autumn migrants. We made several short walks there through
different habitats, including mixed wooded wind breaks where a good variety of birds was
noted. 85 Calandra and six Short-toed Larks, 25 Tawny Pipits, a Woodchat Shrike, four
Nightjars, six Corncrake , 15 Turtle Dove and a Wryneck were grounded with yet another
juvenile Pallid Harrier quartering the fields and helping to flush a few birds, including
numerous Corn Buntings and a Red throated Pipit our way. A short sea watch from the very
tip of the cape produced Common Scoter, 50 Pintail, 30 Sandwich, two Caspian Terns and
five Arctic Skuas.

Cape Kaliakra

Back at Durankulak we gave an area of sheltered reed fringes one more go in the early
evening sunlight, hoping for a Paddyfield Warbler, but again we were not successful. A
Common Crane flying up the coast was an early migrant.
Friday 19 September – this morning we said our fond farewells to our hosts at Branta Lodge
before setting off south via Varna and making a stop in the mixed woodland at Goritsa. Here
we had nice views of Middle Spotted Woodpecker, Short-toed Treecreeper and Nuthatches
whilst a calling Grey-headed Woodpecker remained out of sight. A ‘brunch’ snack was
followed by another short session just around midday at the Dyulinski Pass which produced
a nice rush of raptors including 25 Lesser Spotted Eagles, a Booted Eagle, Honey Buzzard
and a single Hen Harrier, with 41 Black Storks also southbound overhead.
Descending back to the coast near Bourgas, we then visited a number of the best sites close
to the city from earlier in the trip. The raptor watching platform near Lake Atanasovsko was
host to groups of birders from all over Europe, and they had enjoyed a great day with good
numbers of Lesser Spotted Eagles being the highlight. In a very short visit there we caught
the tail end of this with some 17 birds passing over us together with a Red-footed Falcon.
The end of the trip was drawing near and so we enjoyed our final looks at the superb mix of
pelicans, cormorants, marsh terns, waders, herons which make this part of Bulgaria such a
great birding destination. One area held a variety of waders including both Little and
Temminck’s Stint alongside each other and a calling Savi’s Warbler which came briefly out
from the reeds.

Pygmy Cormorant

A fine final evening meal was enjoyed by all of the group, this suitably washed down with
some nice wine to mark the end of a hugely enjoyable and productive trip. The Via Pontica
flyway had delivered once again, all the group agreeing that this is one of Europe’s must visit
migration routes in September and worthy of another trip in future.
Saturday 20 September – it was time to leave and our early morning flight back to
Humberside was on time.
Thanks go to all the group members for making it such an enjoyable and friendly trip, and to
Gary Dayes for a selection of the photos included within this report.
Lance Degnan & Nick Whitehouse October 2014.

