LAKE KERKINI – A SPRING SPECTACULAR IN NORTHERN GREECE
Dates - 1 to 8 May 2023
TOUR OVERVIEW: Situated only 100 km north of Thessaloniki in Central Macedonia, Lake Kerkini is
highly regarded as one of the very best bird watching destinations in Europe. Bursting with bird life in
all seasons and offering dramatic spectacles at every turn, this beautiful location sits close to the
Bulgarian border where snow-capped mountains supply meltwater to feed this famous lake. Here
thousands of Greater Flamingoes and many hundreds of Dalmatian Pelicans and Pygmy Cormorants
feed amongst masses of different heron, wildfowl and wader species, in a scene that easily rivals any
of Europe’s famous wetland sites.

Sited on a bygone marshland, Lake Kerkini was formed by the damming of the Strimonas river in 1932
and is used primarily as a reservoir for irrigating the fertile Serres Plain to the south. The depth of the
lake changes significantly by season, as does the surface area which reaches a maximum of 72 square
km in spring, reducing to some 54 square km by late summer as water is fed out to the surrounding
plains. This produces an array of wetland habitats around the lake, which is reflected in its Ramsar
status as a ‘Wetland of International Importance’. Much of the lake is viewable from drivable
embankments which surround the area, providing excellent vantage points for bird watching. With
stops for pleasant walks, it can take several days to fully explore the full circumference of this splendid
lake.
To the south lies the rolling Mavrovouni Hills whilst the northern aspect is dominated by the high
peaks of Mount Belles, whose summit ridge leads over the Rhodopes Mountains to the border with
Bulgaria. Traditional farmland and forested slopes are checkered with charming Greek towns and
villages to create a mosaic of outstanding habitats that complete the encirclement of Kerkini.
Good roads head deep into the mountains allowing access to both mid and high-elevation habitats,
where we can enjoy short walks to sample the bird life. Our drive climbs slowly through old-growth
pine forest to the rocky alpine zone at 5000 feet, providing opportunities en-route for Sombre Tit,

Crested Tit, Red Crossbill and Rock Bunting. Even the very localised and much sought-after Rock
Partridge can be found on bare scree slopes as we approach the summit.
Just a few miles to the east, the quaint town of Sidirokastro is well known to visiting birdwatchers. It
is surrounded by rocky hills and a gorge which nestles unobtrusively into the maquis-covered slopes.
Roads lead to a ruined Byzantine castle where Red-rumped Swallows, Sardinian Warblers and
European Serins can be seen. Impressive rocky cliffs are attractive to Eurasian Crag Martins and Alpine
Swifts whilst juniper-clad outcrops are home to Western Rock Nuthatch and Blue Rock-thrush. Quiet
ravines in the area provide a hideaway for Eurasian Eagle-owls and even Wild Cats live here, though
we would need a measure of good fortune to see one. Adjacent woodland hosts Black, Syrian and
Middle Spotted Woodpeckers as well as delightful Hawfinch. Hilly country surrounding the lake
attracts raptors, so we will keep a watchful eye overhead for Lesser Spotted Eagle, Golden Eagle,
White-tailed Sea-eagle and Long-legged Buzzard.
Our one week visit in early May is timed to coincide with the spring migration, so expect multitudes
of birds of a myriad of species pouring towards the lake. Some come to spend the summer, whilst
others pause more briefly to feed in the sunshine before they make their way onwards to the north.
These may well include European Honey-buzzard, Levant Sparrowhawk, Red-footed Falcons,
European Bee-eaters and an assortment of passage passerines.

European Bee-eaters are seen frequently around the lake
This trip lends itself perfectly to a gentler paced ‘holiday with birds’. We will be based throughout in a
single hotel, so you only have to unpack your suitcase once! Here we can be assured of wonderful
Greek hospitality, great food, locally produced wines and maybe even the odd drop of ouzo! Warm,
sunny weather is the norm in early May, whilst rain is unlikely. It is usually cooler in the mountains.
Basic fitness is all that is required, even in the mountains where the little uphill walking is done at a
very sensible pace.

BIRDS & OTHER WILDLIFE: Highlights should include Common Quail, Rock Partridge Ruddy Shelduck,
Red-crested Pochard, Ferruginous Duck, Garganey, Black necked Grebe, Red-necked Grebe, Greater
Flamingo, European Turtle-dove, Alpine Swift, Pallid Swift, Spotted Crake, Little Crake, Common Crane,
Black Stork, Little Bittern, Black-crowned Night-heron, Squacco Heron, Purple Heron, Dalmatian
Pelican, Great White Pelican, Pygmy Cormorant, Eurasian Thick-knee, Black-winged Stilt, Kentish
Plover, Curlew Sandpiper, Temminck’s Stint, Marsh Sandpiper, Collared Pratincole, Slender-billed Gull,
Caspian Gull, Gull-billed Tern, Whiskered Tern, White-winged Tern, Eurasian Eagle-owl, Osprey,
European Honey-buzzard, Short-toed Snake-eagle, Eurasian Griffon Vulture, Lesser Spotted Eagle,
Golden Eagle, Levant Sparrowhawk, Northern Goshawk, White-tailed Sea-eagle, Long-legged Buzzard,
Common Hoopoe, European Bee-eater, Eurasian Wryneck, woodpeckers including Grey-headed,
Black, Middle Spotted and Syrian, Red-footed Falcon, Eurasian Golden Oriole, Red-backed Shrike,
Lesser Grey Shrike, Woodchat Shrike, Masked Shrike, Crested Tit, Sombre Tit, Eurasian Penduline-tit,
Greater Short-toed Lark, Calandra Lark, Eastern Olivaceous Warbler, Olive-tree Warbler, Moustached
Warbler, Great Reed-warbler, Red-rumped Swallow, Eurasian Crag Martin, Eastern Bonelli’s Warbler,
Wood Warbler, Barred Warbler, Sardinian Warbler, Eastern Subalpine Warbler, Short-toed
Treecreeper, Western Rock Nuthatch, Common Nightingale, Semi-collared Flycatcher, European Pied
Flycatcher, Black Redstart, Black-eared Wheatear, Common Firecrest, Spanish Sparrow, Rock Sparrow,
Red-throated Pipit, Tawny Pipit, Hawfinch, European Serin, Rock Bunting and Cirl Bunting.
The beautiful Masked Shrike is a summer visitor around Kerkini

ACCOMMODATION & FOOD: Our hotel nestles in the hills above Kerkini offering wonderful views of
the lake, mountains and surrounding countryside. It offers a swimming pool for cooling down after a
warm day in the field, though we can offer even more rest and relaxation at a nearby natural hot water
spa for those who desire. The variety of birds, butterflies and wildflowers is simply astonishing - this
is a great place to spend a week in the sun enjoying the wildlife and renowned Greek hospitality.
PRICE: The price of this 8-day tour is to be £1695 which includes all transport in Greece using a modern
air-conditioned minibus, the services of Birding Abroad leaders, accommodation in twin-bedded
rooms, breakfast, lunch and dinner (beginning with lunch on the 1st ending with breakfast on 8th),
mineral water throughout, all entrance fees to national parks and monuments. Single supplement
£200.

Not included are international flights (expect to pay about £350), any drinks not provided with meals,
alcoholic drinks and any personal items such as laundry. Travel insurance is compulsory. To ensure a
place on this exciting tour, please return a completed booking form with a £300 deposit.
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 John McLoughlin, a very experienced tour guide
with an excellent knowledge of this region. We have known John for many years, since our school days
in fact at our local grammar school!
TRAVEL OPTIONS: International flights are available to Thessaloniki from both Manchester and
London Gatwick using the scheduled services of Easyjet. Outbound flight departs early morning, and
the return flight arrives back mid-afternoon. The tour commences with the arrival of your Birding
Abroad leaders into Thessaloniki airport and we will provide you with these flight details so you can
join us if you wish.

Lake Kerkini hosts one of very few European breeding colonies of Dalmatian Pelican on specially
created island platforms

OUTLINE ITINERARY:
Day 1 Monday 1 May: UK - Thessaloniki - Lake Kerkini
The tour begins when we rendezvous at Thessaloniki airport, from where we make the ninety minutes
transfer north to our hotel on the outskirts of Sidirokastro, a quaint village overlooking the Serres
Plain. After settling into our rooms and following lunch at the hotel we will make our first visit to the
lake which is famous for the spectacle of many hundreds of Dalmatian Pelicans, Great White Pelicans,
Greater Flamingos and Pygmy Cormorants, all flying in their squadrons overhead or gliding serenely
over the water before they all burst into action in a fishing frenzy. The scene is mesmerizing as hues
of white, pink and black are reflected off the soft blue water, an avian arena more associated with the
African landscape in fact. After a spell-binding introduction to Lake Kerkini, we will return to our hotel
for some traditional Greek fare which will provide a fitting end to our first day in Greece.
Day 2 Tuesday 2 May: Full day birding around Lake Kerkini – northern sector
This morning we will venture to the north-east corner of the lake near to the village of Megalohori.
Here the Strimonas river flows into the lake which is now filling steadily with meltwater from the
winter snows. The diversity of wetland birds can be truly amazing. From the bank we will have
wonderfully close views of a variety of herons and egrets, including Black-crowned Night-heron and
Eurasian Spoonbill, both of which breed here alongside plentiful Pygmy Cormorants. This corner of
the lake is favoured by the occasional Black Stork, whilst Squacco Heron and Purple Heron can be
present in abundance loitering on the banks of the lake.

Purple Heron – colourful and distinctively shaped in flight
The globally endangered Dalmatian Pelican nests here, bucking the trend of a dramatic worldwide
decline in numbers due to the destruction of their natural habitats and thoughtless human
disturbance. Dalmatian Pelicans normally only breed on islands. In 2002 it was decided to construct a
wooden platform at Kerkini, to test the hypothesis that Dalmatian Pelicans would breed at the lake if
they had the opportunity. Success was immediate, and in spring 2003 seven pairs nested with further

gains year on year, especially since 2015 when a larger island was created to give the pelicans more
space. The numbers of breeding pairs had reached more than 250 by 2019. Large numbers remain to
spend the winter on the lake, whilst the equally impressive Great White Pelican is more of a summer
and autumn visitor, using the lake as a feeding station, though some too are here year-round.
Amongst the scattered stands of phragmites, or common reed, encounters with Little Bitterns,
Common Kingfisher, Little Crakes and Western Water Rail are likely. Pausing at any patch of reeds
might reveal a Great Reed-warbler and with patience, we should be able to locate a distinctive
Moustached Warbler, as it feeds quietly and surreptitiously amongst the reed stem bases.

The Moustached Warbler, a close
relative of the Sedge Warbler with
its own niche amongst the reeds

The surrounding scrub woodland on the lakeside embankments holds passage migrants such as
Eurasian Golden Oriole, Common Cuckoo and Eurasian Turtle-dove. European Bee-eaters hawk insects
overhead whilst Common Redstart and European Pied Flycatcher are also possibilities. Eastern
Olivaceous Warblers are an abundant lakeside bird.
After a picnic lunch we return to the hotel for a break before returning to the lakeside at Mandraki
Pier where we can enjoy excellent views of the north shore of the lake. The spectacle here, given
sunny conditions, will involve raptor activity with European Honey-buzzards, Short-toed Snake-eagle,
Lesser Spotted Eagle and Levant Sparrowhawk all potential additions to the day list. On occasions
these are joined by White-tailed Sea-eagles and perhaps a Golden Eagle, whilst Western Marshharriers can often be described as abundant. Smaller dynamic hunters might also appear such as
Peregrine Falcon, Northern Goshawk and Eurasian Hobby, the latter chasing dragonflies or hirundines
over the water.
Day 3 Wednesday 3 May: The Serres Plain south of Kerkini
After breakfast we will journey across the Serres Plain checking the open fields for Long-legged
Buzzards as we go. Little Owls roost in old sand quarries that dot the plain. Tradition has it that these
owls represent the Greek Goddess Athena, the Olympian goddess of wisdom, who according to legend

assisted the Argonauts on their quest for the Golden Fleece. Calandra Larks, Crested Larks and Corn
Buntings frequent the ‘steppe-like’ fields of the plain, and with careful scanning Eurasian Thick-knee
and Tawny Pipit may be found. Tamarisk fringed cultivation has Spanish Sparrows whilst Zitting
Cisticolas flit into the air giving their unique call. Any damper areas are worth a look for Whinchats
sitting atop the vegetation and even Red-throated pipits which can be skulking until flushed by a
passing harrier or local shepherd.
Afterwards we can enjoy a traditional lunch at a restaurant located at a former railway station. The
tables are laid out on the platform and here you can savour a huge variety of tasty local dishes under
the shade of ancient plane trees. It might be an hour or two before we can continue the birding! In
the late afternoon, we will visit an old stone quarry which sits on the hillside above the village. Here
Cirl Buntings frequent the scrub, though our main quest as evening draws in will be to see a pair of
Eurasian Eagle-owls which hold territory here. Whilst we wait, careful scanning might yield Golden
Eagle or Blue Rock-thrush, and there is even the chance of a European Wildcat!
Day 4 Thursday 4 May: Hillsides and forests around Kerkini
Our ensuing journey takes us beyond Himaros where a shallow valley penetrates the Mavrovouni Hills.
A gentle track heads alongside a stretch of rich riparian woodland and this is a reliable site for more
localised species such as Sombre Tit and Grey-headed Woodpecker, as well as good numbers of the
more widespread Common Nightingales. We shall be on the look-out for the first returning Masked
Shrikes, one of the avian specialties of the tour. Another much sought-after summer visitor is the
enigmatic Olive-tree Warbler, so we shall listen out for its distinctive song.

The scarce and declining Olive-tree Warbler is a key target on this itinerary

We’ll keep an eye skywards for any passing raptors or perhaps small parties of Eurasian Crag Martins,
both of which are likely to be on the move during our stay. We usually supplement our picnic lunch in
one of the nearby villages with coffee followed by some delicious local baklava, a layered pastry
dessert filled with chopped pistachio nuts, and sweetened with honey.
In the afternoon we will follow the circumference of Lake Kerkini via the west bank. The lake shores
prove attractive to migrant waders with species such as Little and Temminck’s Stint, Ruff, Black-tailed
Godwits, Spotted Redshank and Wood Sandpipers all likely. Small pools and channels hold the more
wary wildfowl species such as Ferruginous Duck and Garganey. The striking but diminutive Eurasian
Penduline-tit breeds in willows alongside the lake shore, and we shall make a special effort to seek an
encounter with this species, always a crowd-pleaser. Secluded ditches and creeks can hold various
crakes, of which Spotted is the most frequent, though Little is also quite likely. Passage Western
Yellow Wagtails of various races are common in any damper margins with Black-headed feldegg being
the local variety.
Day 5 Friday 5 May: Lake Kerkini boat trip
Today’s undoubted highlight will be a boat trip onto the lake which offers fantastically close views of
the birdlife. Setting off from Kerkini village, we will sail slowly to the east shore of the lake, the skill of
the local boatmen enabling us to draw close to the Dalmatian Pelicans offering superb chances of a
fine photograph. There are usually parties of migrating Great White Pelicans amongst them too. In
the centre of the lake, far from the shore, is where we are more likely to encounter small groups of
Black-necked Grebes and perhaps even a Red-necked Grebe. Small flocks of feeding gulls and terns
dip feed around us. These usually include Little Gull, Whiskered Tern and Caspian Tern and with careful
checking both Black and White-winged Tern are possible. It is a truly memorable experience sitting
out on the calm waters whilst surrounded by such an array of colourful birdlife.
White-winged Tern – a splendid sight in summer attire

Returning to the hotel we will take a late lunch and perhaps a few hours break from the birding.
Relaxing by the hotel pool might be attractive should the weather be hot, or perhaps a visit to a nearby
hot spring spa from some. With our batteries suitably recharged, we will make an evening visit to a
local vineyard and winery sited in a scenic location very close to our hotel. After a demonstration of
the wine making process, the group can sample the Gold Star winning wines produced by our hosts
who are indeed passionate winemakers.
Day 6 Saturday 6 May: Mountains to the north of Lake Kerkini.
After breakfast we take a winding mountain road that leads from Serres up towards the summit of
Mount Vrondou, where the highly sought-after Rock Partridge lives amongst boulder strewn
meadows. Despite a low population density and their elusive nature due to hunting, we have been
fortunate to see them on several recent visits.

Rock Partridge – prefers the sunnier, warmer southern slopes of Rhodopes Mountains
The steep slopes and rocky outcrops provide good habitat for Rock Bunting as well as being home to
European Stonechats and melodic Woodlarks. Conifers in the area occasionally host Northern
Nutcracker, so we need to be alert to this exciting possibility.
Our picnic stop on the forest edge provides an opportunity to check any tit flocks for Marsh Tit and
Common Firecrest. On the forested slopes, mature beechwoods hold both Black and White-backed
Woodpeckers, though the latter is generally scarce in the area. A gentle scenic trail leads back down
the mountain through a variety of habitats, including some larger pines where Crested Tit usually give
themselves away with their distinctive trilling call. Other residents of the mixed woodland here
include the Lesser Whitethroat whilst Tree Pipits display over the clearings. The Semi-collared
Flycatcher is a scarce breeding bird in this area, though we have been fortunate to find them on past
visits. This is raptor terrain too with the occasional Short-toed Snake-eagle, Lesser Spotted Eagle and
Booted Eagle likely to be seen drifting over, and the late afternoon sun might encourage a male
Common Rock-thrush to sit out high on a rock outcrop.

Day 7 Sunday 7 May: Sidikastro area
On this the last full day of the tour there are still have a few places close to our hotel to explore.
Starting at the ancient Byzantine castle in Sidirokastro, Western Rock Nuthatches announce their
presence with distinctive calls, whilst other species hereabouts include Blue Rock-thrush, European
Serin, Cirl Buntings and Common Hoopoe. The exquisite Red-rumped Swallows can be found flying
overhead and Black-eared Wheatears perform song-flights amongst the scattered ruins.
The Achladahori Valley, situated behind our hotel, offers a relaxed morning of quality bird watching.
A change of habitat will enable us to see additional and exciting new birds for the tour. Riverside walks
through open woodland and small plantations which are frequented by Syrian Woodpeckers,
European Nuthatch and Short-toed Treecreepers, as well as raptors including Common Buzzard,
Peregrine Falcon and Eurasian Sparrowhawk. Further up the valley White-throated Dippers can be
found along the fast-flowing river. In a small rocky gorge, we can search for Blue Rock-thrush, Western
Rock Nuthatch and Rock Sparrows. At higher elevations newly arrived Woodchat Shrikes dispute new
territories amongst the hillside scrub. Ortolan Buntings sing from the low junipers whilst Eastern
Subalpine and Eastern Bonelli’s Warblers are to be found in the oak woodlands.
To the north lies the imposing snowcapped Rhodopes Mountains of Bulgaria, so an optional early
morning excursion will take the group to a viewpoint to witness the stunning views all around.
Sardinian Warblers are a colourful and common resident amongst the scrub, where migrants such as
Red-backed Shrikes and Northern Wheatears can be found. In the mixed woodland here, we can also
search for Hawfinch and both Middle and Lesser Spotted Woodpeckers.
We end the day with another fine traditional evening meal, relaxing and looking back at the daily log
on a fantastic bird-filled tour. No doubt this will be accompanied by a glass of wine or locally distilled
spirits such as traditional Ouzo, or perhaps a glass of Rakija, a brandy styled liquor made from
fermented fruit - there will be plenty of choice!
Day 8 Monday 8 May:
After breakfast we will depart for the airport on the outskirts of Thessaloniki and a comfortable flight
home.

Red-footed Falcon is a familiar sight on spring migration
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Copyright Birding Abroad Limited

For booking form, please see the booking page on www.birdingabroad.com
For queries please contact:
e-mail lance@birdingabroad.com mobile telephone 07891 734731
e-mail nickwhitehouse@btinternet.com mobile telephone 07894 050069

