BIRDING ABROAD LIMITED
HUNGARY – AUTUMN’S GREAT EUROPEAN BIRD SPECTACLE
Monday 24 - Monday 31 October 2022

TOUR OVERVIEW: Hungary is without doubt one of Central Europe’s premier bird watching
destinations. The country is favourably positioned mid-continent to host a mouth-watering array of
breeding and migratory species. Some of these have home ranges that extend much further north,
south, east or west, but all converge here on the Great Hungarian Plain or in the wooded hillsides
which roll gently away eastwards to the Carpathian Mountain chain. The country has a rich tradition
of nature conservation, evident in a long-standing network of reserves and protected areas. Our tour
focuses on two of these, both different in terms of habitat and both exceptional for their birdlife. Such
a combination provides the best chances to witness a significant cross-section of Hungary’s avian
richness.
The Hortobágy National Park is the largest continuous semi-natural grassland in Europe, comprising
nearly 320 square miles of outstanding steppe-like ‘puszta’ habitat. The name puszta was originally
given to simple ‘uncultivated land’ but over the years the term has been more narrowly defined as
‘steppe of rough grassland’. It is unique within Europe and forms the westernmost extension of the
vast Asian steppes that extend as far as Mongolia. Inter-woven within the grasslands are lakes and
marshes, floodplain forests and fishpond systems, resulting in an astonishingly bird-rich mosaic of
habitats. This autumn tour is timed to coincide with the spectacular passage of tens of thousands of
Common Cranes, some of which remain to over-winter, but most merely stop-over and feed before
continuing their journey south, some as far as North Africa.

A Common Crane spectacle awaits on the Hortobágy

At this time of year, huge numbers of wildfowl also use the Hortobágy, including the rare Lesser Whitefronted Goose. We will see the area at its finest, as one of the great European migration staging
grounds.
By contrast, the rolling slopes of the Zemplén Hills are blanketed in forests of conifer, oak, hornbeam
and beech, with vineyards and scrubby clearings lower down. The majority of Europe’s woodpecker
species reside here. We will try to see them all, including the scarce White-backed Woodpecker which
tends to favour undisturbed beech forests. Woodland birds like Hawfinch, often regarded as scarce
and difficult to see, are common and widespread here, whilst raptors abound too with Northern
Goshawk and Eastern Imperial Eagle both on our target list.

Hawfinch, a common denizen of the woods in Hungary
TOUR DESCRIPTION: A two-centre tour based for three nights in the Zemplén Hills and for four nights
in the heart of the Hortobágy National Park. Each of these areas is less than a three-hour drive east of
Budapest. We have worked as a team with our local ground agents for over two decades now, and
they provide first class guiding and interpretational skills. They will accompany us throughout the visit,
providing unique local knowledge of the birds and wildlife and a very personal insight into
conservation and the harmonic co-existence of people and nature, past and present in Hungary. The
gentle pace of life gives rural Hungary a peaceful ambience. Quality accommodation has been chosen
to ensure we will be comfortable throughout and close to the best birding sites. Transport will be by
spacious mini bus for comfort, driven by our ground agent hosts.
The beautiful Zemplén Hills are forest-clad and home to much of the country’s most sought after
wildlife, including an extraordinary range of central European forest bird specialities. Further
attractions include medieval stone castles sited high on rocky outcrops and the famous Tokaj
vineyards which carpet sunny southern slopes. The ornithological highlight may well be an encounter
with Eurasian Eagle-owl or even the rarer Ural Owl. Previous sightings have been celebrated in style
with a visit to a wine cellar complete with superb food made from locally sourced ingredients, and all
washed down with famous Tokaj wines. This will be a night of great tradition and one not to be
forgotten.

The Hortobágy National Park is a UNESCO World Heritage Site, with unique qualities that make bird
watching here one of the greatest privileges of the modern age. It has been a treeless grassland for
over two millennia and is still grazed by ancient breeds adapted to harsh conditions and watched over
by mounted herdsmen called ‘csikos’. Ecologically it can be considered as a western extension to the
Central Asian steppe, the vast big-sky horizons broken only by the outlines of traditional ‘gemeskut’,
two-armed water extraction devices which dot the landscape. These wells not only function as a water
source, but the angle and position of their levers above ground once comprised an early warning
system, signals understood by locals to communicate for miles around the vast puszta.

The puszta and associated wetlands provide hunting grounds for various rare birds of prey including
Saker Falcons, Eastern Imperial Eagles and Long-legged Buzzards who specialise in taking European
Ground Squirrels for food. Great Bustards are shy residents that survive well here, providing yet
another major ornithological highlight of the tour. We are sure we keep abreast of the latest
information to see the small number of Lesser White-fronted Geese which regularly stop off here in
autumn, en-route to wintering grounds further south.
The Lesser White-fronted Goose, declining globally but still annual visitors to Hungary

We make a special effort to see the thousands of Common Cranes that pause for a few weeks to refuel before continuing their journey south. As horse-drawn farm carts trundle home, the evening quiet
is broken by the distant calling of cranes. Thousands upon thousands pass by overhead en-route to
traditional roost sites, the cacophony of their bugles and the sheer number of individuals providing
one of the most moving and evocative experiences in the natural world.
A series of large fish ponds attract a superb array of wildfowl, waders and herons while the
surrounding reed beds provide food and safe resting places for Eurasian Penduline-tit and Bearded
Tit. There are sizeable gatherings of Long-eared Owls and in some years, it is possible to see over one
hundred roosting together.
BIRD LIST: Highlights include Red-breasted Goose, Lesser White-fronted Goose, Greater Whitefronted Goose, Bean Goose (most likely of the fabalis ‘taiga’ subspecies), Ferruginous Duck, Blacknecked Grebe, Pygmy Cormorant, Great Bittern, Great White Egret, Eurasian Spoonbill, Eastern
Imperial Eagle, White-tailed Eagle, Northern Goshawk, Hen Harrier, Rough-legged Buzzard, Longlegged Buzzard, Saker Falcon, Peregrine Falcon, Merlin, Common Crane, Great Bustard, Water Rail,
Jack Snipe, Pied Avocet, Common Greenshank, Ruff, Spotted Redshank, Caspian Gull, Eurasian Eagleowl, Ural Owl, Long-eared Owl, Little Owl, a host of woodpeckers including Black, Lesser Spotted,
Middle Spotted, Great Spotted, Syrian, Green, Grey-headed and White-backed, Crested Lark, Redthroated Pipit, Water Pipit, White Wagtail, Black Redstart, Marsh Tit, Eurasian Penduline-tit, Bearded

Tit, the white-headed caudatus form of Long-tailed Tit, Common Treecreeper, Great Grey Shrike,
Hooded Crow, Hawfinch, Brambling, Red Crossbill, Lapland Bunting.

Eastern Imperial Eagle, here a juvenile patrolling the skies
PHOTOGRAPHIC OPPORTUNITIES: With so many bird species around, good results should be
expected for those with the high specification cameras, though bridge cameras and digi-scoping will
nonetheless secure many a fond memory. The tour will provide a great chance to photograph the
Common Crane flocks both feeding and as they come into roost.
MAMMALS AND OTHER WILDLIFE: We have a good chance of encounters with Red Deer, Roe Deer,
Wild Boar, Red Fox, Red Squirrel and European Ground Squirrel (European Souslik). For those with an
interest in bats (and a bat detector to hand), old barns and ancient buildings provide roosting sites for
many scarce species including Bechstein’s Bat.
EASE AND PACE: Breakfast will be taken at about 7.30am most mornings and dinner at about 7.30pm.
Basic fitness is all that is required. There will be a small amount of uphill walking on one or two days
but this will be at a relaxed pace.
ACCOMMODATION AND FOOD: Full board accommodation is provided with three nights adjacent to
the Zemplén Forest Reserve and four nights within the Hortobágy National Park. Both our hotels are
of good quality and all rooms feature en-suite facilities. The food is excellent and we include free wine
at the evening wine-tasting event.
WEATHER: Hungary often experiences an ‘Indian summer’, with mild and sunny conditions extending
late into the year. It is normally chilly first thing in the morning and during evening crane watches,
when a fleece, gloves and hat are advisable. Surprising as it seems, rain is unlikely at this time of year.

Stunning autumnal colours in the Zemplén Hills
PRICE: The price of £1780 includes all transport in Hungary using a comfortable mini bus with local
driver, the services of Birding Abroad leaders and a local bird guide throughout, twin bedded
accommodation in good quality hotels, breakfast, lunch and dinner, mineral water throughout, wine
during the wine-tasting evening, all entrance fees to parks and monuments. A single supplement off
£200 applies.
Not included are international flights (expect to pay around £300), any drinks other than those
provided with meals, and any personal items such as laundry. Travel insurance is compulsory and
should include Covid disruption cover. To ensure a place on this exciting tour please return a booking
form with a £300 deposit.
FLIGHTS: The ground tour commences with the arrival of your Birding Abroad leader(s) into Budapest
Airport on day 1 of the tour. We intend to use the services of Jet2 from Leeds/Bradford Airport but
flights to Budapest are also available from London Gatwick and from many other regional airports.
Contact us for details and advice if we can be of assistance in this regard. If you would like extra days
on a city tour of Budapest for example, then this is no problem, just ensure you can meet the group
at the airport arrivals hall in good time for the start of the tour.
LEADER & GROUP SIZE: The tour will proceed with 5 clients and 1 leader, up to a maximum of 10
clients. We are delighted that on this occasion the tour leader will be Phil Palmer, a very experienced
tour guide with an excellent knowledge of this region. We have known Phil for many years, first as one
of north Nottinghamshire’s top bird watchers and lately through his overseas tours to all quarters of
the globe. Phil will work alongside our local ground agent and ornithological guide, to ensure we
provide the best itinerary possible.

DAY TO DAY ITINERARY
Day 1: Monday 24 October - Budapest to Zemplén Hills
We meet at Budapest Airport from where we will drive three hours to the foothills of the Carpathian
Mountain chain, where we spend the first three nights in the charming village of Komloska, adjacent
to the Zemplén Forest. This is one of the most easterly points in Hungary, a land where churches of
distinctive architecture rise above a landscape virtually untouched since the last days of the
Hapsburgs. Horses, can often be seen pulling farm equipment across ancient meadows dotted with
haystacks, evoking memories of an era long gone in Britain. Driving through this idyllic landscape we
soon reach dense woodlands where one of our prime targets will be the huge Ural Owl. Nest boxes
benefit this beautifully camouflaged and most sought-after bird. Outside the breeding season it is not
easy to find them, but we have a good chance in this prime habitat, because our local guides monitor
their territories!
Ural Owl, secretive and shy all year round

Days 2 & 3: Tuesday to Wednesday 25 & 26 October - Zemplén Hills
We have another two full days in the forests and clearings of the Zemplén foothills where the list of
resident birds is impressive. Of major importance are eight species of woodpecker of which Black,
Lesser Spotted, Middle Spotted, Great Spotted, Grey-headed and, with luck, White-backed
Woodpecker are forest species whilst Green and Syrian Woodpeckers favour agricultural or urban
environments. Hawfinch are widespread and we will be on the lookout for handsome white-headed
form of Long-tailed Tits. Scanning wide-open valleys is often productive for raptors and we have very
good chances of locating both Eastern Imperial Eagle and Northern Goshawk. In open areas, Red Deer
stags will be rutting, so we hope to see one or two as well as perhaps a Wild Boar or Red Squirrel. On
one evening we will check a nearby quarry for Eurasian Eagle-owls, which tend to use traditional
evening perches prior to moving off to hunt, their huge body size and distinctive calls being an
impressive end to any day in the field.
Whilst our focus is on the fantastic birdlife, we shall avail ourselves of opportunities to embrace other
aspects of the country’s history and culture. One evening, we will make an enjoyable visit to a small
family-owned vineyard in the famous Tokaj wine growing region, always a client favourite!

Middle Spotted Woodpeckers are always nice to see
Day 4: Thursday 27 October - Birding en-route to Hortobágy
From the Zemplén region we will take a picturesque drive to our lodge in the heart of the Hortobágy
National Park, where we stay for a further four nights. We will be mindful of the weather and taking
into account any local bird movements, we may choose to do a little more bird watching in the
Zemplén before heading to this World Heritage site famous for its culture and wildlife.

A typical late autumn scene on the Hortobágy

Days 5, 6 & 7: Friday 28 to Sunday 30 October - Hortobágy
The Hortobágy National Park, comprises a vast area of over 80000 hectares of grasslands and marshes
providing a mosaic of habitats for more than 340 species of birds. To minimize disturbance, some
areas may only be visited with a licensed guide, though our ground agents will ensure valid tickets and
prior approval for entry to any such restricted sites. It is a stunning and beautiful land of quiet
remoteness, sufficiently distant from major towns to also be classified a ‘dark sky preserve’, a region
where artificial light pollution is at its lowest.
A series of shallow fishponds forms the birding epicentre to this fantastic region, providing abundant
feeding and roosting sites for a plethora of resident and migrant birds alike. Thousands of wildfowl
and waders utilise the surrounding steppe and crop fields for feeding, coming to the ponds mostly to
drink and roost. Flocks of wading birds such as Ruff, Spotted Redshank and Black-tailed Godwit can be
found on the muddy shores of any partially drained fishponds. Elsewhere, amongst the Great Crested
and Little Grebes in the deeper ponds, we can search for resident Ferruginous Duck and Black-necked
Grebe, with even the possibility of a passage Black-throated Diver. Other species found here include
Great and Pygmy Cormorants, Eurasian Bittern, Eurasian Spoonbill, Water Rail, Pied Avocet, Caspian
Gulls and Common Kingfisher. Great White Egrets can gather in flocks of several hundred. Hunting
White-tailed Eagles disturb such concentrations from time to time, causing panic amongst the
wildfowl and waders. Hen Harriers glide low over the reeds which are here inhabited by both Eurasian
Penduline-tits and Bearded Tits. Damp meadows attract migrant Common Snipe at this time of year,
sometimes accompanied by a few Jack Snipe. The Hortobágy is famous for rarities and we might be
lucky and stumble across something rather unexpected such as a Red-throated Pipit or Bluethroat.
At the edge of the steppe on the freshly cut alfalfa fields, Great Bustards begin to gather in flocks at
this time of year and our ground agents will seek special permission to watch these strictly protected
birds without disturbing them.

Great Bustards roam the extensive grassy plains

Continuing our days in the National Park, we look for the globally threatened Lesser White-fronted
Goose. They are found in small numbers among the large goose flocks which are dominated by Greater
White-fronted and Greylag Geese. The Hortobágy has always been known for its amazing number of
wild geese, but a recent and exciting development has been the increasing numbers of Red-breasted
Geese that arrive in late autumn. This rare and beautiful goose now occurs in tens or even hundreds
of birds offering a dazzling memory of our visit.

Is there any more exquisite a goose than a Red-breasted?
One evening, we will remain in the field to see huge flocks of Common Cranes (up to 50,000 birds
could be present) flying low over our heads in long lines heading to drained fishponds where they
spend the night. With the sun setting, the wild evocative calls of the cranes grows louder and louder
as they approach. The quieter “peep” call of the gingery juveniles can be picked out among the bugling
adults. Eventually, as they all converge, there is a concert of thousands of calling and flying birds
making an unforgettable wildlife experience.
Any drier areas around barns or picturesque farmsteads are where Little Owls and Black Redstarts can
be found. Flocks of Fieldfare will be arriving on the steppe, whilst if we are lucky, we might find one
or two of the scarce winter inhabitants of the artemisia scented steppe such as Great Grey Shrikes,
Lapland Bunting or Snow Bunting.
The rich rodent population ensures a healthy number of predators. Among the many Common
Buzzards and Western Marsh-harriers, we could easily expect a good selection of Peregrine Falcon,
Merlin, Rough-legged Buzzard and Hen Harrier all originating further north and perhaps a few
wandering Long-legged Buzzards from the east. This is one of the few places where you can see three
buzzard species altogether. There is also an excellent chance of Saker Falcon, perhaps Europe’s rarest
and most enigmatic falcon.
One of the most memorable highlights of this tour will be a daytime visit to a Long-eared Owl roost.
Sometimes over a hundred birds are to be found, giving incredible views in the gardens of a small

village. At times, the trees are so full that birds are forced to roost on fences and even the swings in
the local park!

Expect a good look at
Long-eared Owls!

Hortobágy is also a centre for the breeding of Taurus cattle, one of several ongoing attempts to breed
back the aurochs, a species of large wild cattle.
Day 8: Monday 31 October – Tour concludes Budapest airport – fly to UK
On day eight after breakfast, we will head for the airport, arriving in good time for our flight home.
You may choose to extend your tour for a day or two to enjoy a little sightseeing in the elegant city of
Budapest, which is actually two cities, Buda on the west side of the River Danube and Pest to the east.
Many thanks to Janos Olah and Phil Palmer for use of their excellent photographs.
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