Birding trip report:
Dardanelles Straits and Meriç Delta (NW Turkey)
25.04-02.05.2007
General information
This was our second visit to this interesting area of which very limited
ornithological information exists. We did some migration counting and explored
coastal marshes, scrub, inland valleys, and the extensive Meriç delta at the
Greek border (= Evros delta in Greek). In the text, the best birds to our opinion
are underlined. The attractive and varied landscape and the small distances
involved (300 km from Istanbul) make this a very interesting birding destination
at all seasons.
A general map of the area is given in figure 1. For site details, check our more
extensive April 2006 report, available through the website
www.travellingbirder.com.

Fig. 1 General birdwatching locations.
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Dirikköy watchpoint
Kavak Delta
Koruköy watchpoint
Kemikli Burnu peninsula
Kavakalti river valley
Kavakalti lake
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Gallipoli NP
Tuz Gölü (Gallipoli NP)
Kumkale watchpoint
Küçük Menderes river (bridge watchpoint) and delta
Probably interesting locations

Hereafter we give a day-to-day account with birding highlights and some
practical information. If you want more details about anything or complete lists
or numbers etc, feel free to contact the author (see under).
The weather during the whole trip was pretty nice. Sunny skies with some clouds
predominated. Temperatures of about 17° rising later to 22°C, NE to N-wind the
first few days but rather windless afterwards. In this period of the year it is not
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uncommon to have more variable weather in this part of Turkey with more rain
and wind, so we were lucky to have rain only on our last day.
Our visit coincided with the yearly World War I rememberance activities on the
Gallipoli Peninsula on April 25th, but we were not in that area on this day and
were not bothered at all by the thousands of visitors. Hotel rooms can be a
problem on the day(s?) before and after, but away from the main cities we had
no problems with that. In fact, we were mostly the only tourists around…

Wednesday 25th April: transfer to Turkey
Flight via Zurich. 3 Red Kites hunting at the airport.
The car rental person in Istanbul didn’t speak English, but everything gets
arranged soon. Our Fiat Doblo is an ideal birders’ car. No specialities on our drive
westwards except for flocks of Alpine Swifts around appartment buildings and
the only 3 Rooks of the trip.
Night: hotel Linda at big roundabout in Keşan (50€ for 4 persons, hotel is OK)

Thursday 26th April: Kavak Delta
Early wake-up, fast breakfast and off we go to the Dirikköy watchpoint at the
Kavak delta and the beautiful blue Saros Bay. The place looks identical to our
last year’s earlier visit, but the Water Crowfoots (Ranunculus sp.) are flowering
in the lagoon now. Were there: 10s of Wood Sandpipers, Ruffs and
Garganey, 5 Glossy Ibis, 100 Mediterranean Gulls, ‘feldegg’ Yellow
wagtails, Tawny Pipit, Whiskered Tern, 30 Ruddy Shelducks, 1 Marsh
Sandpiper, Black-winged Stilts, … Good migration of swallows (at least 1500
in total), a lot of Spanish Sparrows too (3000 in 2 hrs) and a little bit of other
goodies: Collared Pratincole (5), Black-throated Diver (3), White-winged
Black Tern (2, very close), … After some migration watching, we went on to
search a nearby small open woodland in the fields for migrant songbirds. There
was a good selection of them, e.g. male and female Collared Flycatcher, 1 pair
of Masked Shrike, 2 Golden Orioles, Montagu’s Harrier and about 250
White Storks migrating overhead in 3 groups.

Fig. 2: Freshwater lagoon at
Dirikköy watchpoint
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Fig.
3.
Migrating
Spanish
Sparrows following contours of
Saros Bay instead of crossing it
directly.

In the afternoon we explored the Kavak delta itself with its lagoons, dunes and
reedbeds. Squacco Heron, Purple Heron, Black Stork and a few marsh terns
where performing a colourful show but the most special observation was an adult
White-tailed Eagle heading northwest ! They are not kwown to breed in the
area, the closest location being the Meriç delta 150 km further north. This is the
Turkish part of the better known Evros Delta, which is the Greek name. So it
probably was a migrant bird, albeit a very late one, especially for an adult ! In
late afternoon, we saw our first Red-footed Falcons from close-by: sensation!
After this we headed further westwards onto the Egean Sea, in the direction of
Kumkale (‘Great Breskens’ according to our 2006 report…). We crossed the
Dardanelles Straits with a ferryboat at Kilitbahir near Eceabat (not cheap, 12 TL
per person). Hundreds of Yelkouan Shearwaters passed by from east to west
and from west to east. Unfortunately it was too dark already for making good
pictures, but opportunities for doing this by day are splendid. In the near-dark at
the Asian side near Canakkale, we saw our first Roller on a wire: sensation!

Fig. 4. Yelkouan Shearwater on
the Dardanelles Straits, seen
from ferry Kilitbahir-Canakkale.

After a bit of searching we found an appartment (pension) in Troy (yes, the one
from the legend), very near to our migration watchpost. Now we become thrilled
with excitement. The weather forecast announces a fairly strong NE wind for
tomorrow, will this bring the predicted loads of migrant birds, pushed against the
shore ? … Or not … ?
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Friday 27th April: Migration watching at Kumkale, part I

Fig. 5. Sunrise at Kumkale watchpoint, looking east . Water area upper left is Dardanelles Straits.

The muezzin awoke us at 5.30 am for counting migrating birds. With some
intuition we soon got to the same little hill as last year, the ‘perfect spot’. And
swallows and Spanish Sparrows were there, in their thousands ! They flew by
very close, especially the compact squads of House Martins often came as close
as 4 cm from our heads ! Soft ‘chub’-calls identified Ortolan Buntings, often in
small groups up to 7 birds! Tree Pipits and passing Cuckoos made us feel a
Mega-Breskens feeling. Fortunately there is no ‘pollution’ with loads of Meadow
Pipits here… From time to time a good bird came through but we had especially
fun with all those Red-footed Falcons ! One after the other they passed by,
often in flocks of up to 20 birds, most often within 100 meters before us,
overhead or even beneath us, along the seashore rocks (about 40 m high). They
often hovered a while over the fields or took a rest on the ground. Great
spectacle! Also very nice were the (mostly male) Levant Sparrowhawks
passing extremely close, with eyeball-to-eyeball looks ! And suddenly a loud cry:
Citrine Wagtail ! A male flew by beneath the rocks, beautifully contrasting with
the azure blue sea. A military bunker closeby was occupied by a male Blackeared Wheatear. Far away, 3 Rollers were on the lookout on a dead tree.
Bee-eaters were heard
well before they were
seen, they were difficult
to count as they passed
so fast, so low and so
close… No doubt
anymore: our migration
theory works ! (see 2006
report)

Fig. 6. Migrating Black Kite
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Fig. 7. One of many migrating
Red-footed Falcons.

Fig. 8. Adult male Red-footed
Falcon, passing overhead along
the sea-side of the watchpoint.

Fig. 9. Splendid male Levant
Sparrowhawk on migration.

At about 10am an army officer came to ask us to move away because they would
start with shooting exercises. We didn’t get permission to continue our countings
there tomorrow at the same spot, unfortunately. In the beginning, the local
commander was quite strict, but after a while he got much more friendly and
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offered us a tea… which we kindly refused because Levant Sparrowhawks,
Red-footed Falcons and even White-winged Terns passed over our head
while discussing… We moved some 500 m to the south, at the south end of the
military zone (out of reach of the guns), on a small hill next to the fields and on
top of the rocky shoreline. The view and the quality of the observations were as
good as at the other watchpoint, but there is no real flat soil for your tripod or
your can of coffee. If that’s the only problem…
Today’s migration totals: 6.30h-14.40h:
Swift 25, Barn Swallow 6000, House Martin 3500, Sand Martin 400, Redrumped Swallow 160, Yellow Wagtail ssp. 89, Spanish Sparrow 940,
Ortolan Bunting 99, Tree Pipit 46, diver spec. 1, Great Cormorant 7,
Eleonora’s Falcon 1, Greenfinch 1, Marsh Harrier 3, Bee-eater 65,
Shelduck 2, Cuckoo 2, Montagu’s Harrier 4, Goldfinch 6, Black Kite 2,
Turtle Dove 10, Pied Wagtail 2, Short-toed Lark 9, Pied Flycatcher 3,
Common Kestrel 8, Lesser Kestrel 2, Red-footed Falcon 125 !!, Eurasion
Sparrowhawk 8, Levant Sparrowhawk 29, Black-headed Bunting 4, Corn
Bunting 2, Collared Pratincole 2, Tawny Pipit 2, Lesser Whitethroat 2,
Phylloscopus spec. 3, Hen Harrier 2 fem., Hobby 9, Citrine Wagtail 1m,
Alpine Swift 3, Red-throated Pipit 1, Peregrine 1ad, Whiskered Tern 3,
White-winged Tern 15, Mediterranean Gull 13, Great Spotted Cuckoo 2
immatures (very close!), Baltic Lesser Black-backed Gull 1ad.
In the late afternoon, migration was a lot less intensive (some swallows and
sparrows continued, few other birds), because the wind had turned to the north,
so not pushing migrating birds against the shore anymore. We decided to visit
the small delta in the neighbourhood. On fields in this area, there were plenty of
roosting Red-footed Falcons, up to 50 on one bare field, about 100 in total, a
Lesser Grey Shrike, 5 Rollers (wow!), Black-headed Bunting 2 males
(wow!), 4 Little Bitterns in ditches, Hoopoe, Penduline Tit (heard only),
Pygmy Cormorant 3, Gull-billed Tern 1, Black-crowned Night-Heron 6, 1
Citrine Wagtail, Kingfisher, Hobby and as top of the bill, 2 females Little
Crakes !

Fig. 10. Roller
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Fig. 11. Little Bittern, fairly
common migrant at reed beds
anywhere.

Saturday 28th April: Migration watching at Kumkale, part II

Fig. 12. Kumkale watchpoint with splendid view near the Dardanelles 'mouth' (see red ship),
looking north. Most birds pass at less than 100 meters left or right from the hill top, offering top
quality views !

Good news, migration watching again ! Today there is more wind from NNE to N
(wind force 5, later on 4). We counted on the same spot outside the military area
as yesterday from 7.00am (yes, we were tired) until 13.10h when migration
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nearly ceased. There were a LOT more swallows than yesterday which we didn’t
count, but we think in total there will have been at least 15000 passing by. We
did count the Red-rumped’s though: 205, and Sand Martins 307. Also
Spanish Sparrows (3340) à volonté. Red-footed Falcons were in full force
with 132 migrants and 10s around. Others: Montagu’s Harrier 5, Eurasian
Sparrowhawk 22, Short-toed Lark 44, Alpine Swift 10, Ruddy Shelduck 5,
Ortolan Bunting 17, Hobby 8, Swift 18 only (migration still has to begin??),
Turtle Dove 25, Bee-eater 122, Chaffinch 3 (yes, that one), Levant
Sparrowhawk 29, Common Kestrel 8, Tawny Pipit 16, Tree Pipit 17,
Goldfinch 1, Lesser Whitethroat 1, Linnet 1, Marsh Harrier 3, White Stork
1, Black Stork 1, Sandwich Tern 4, Yellow Wagtail ssp. 157, Pied Wagtail 9
and Steppe Buzzard 1 adult ‘fox phase’.

Fig. 13. Levant Sparrowhawk

Fig. 14. Alpine Swift

Fig. 15. Male Red-footed Falcon
resting on bare field, often in
groups of up to 50 individuals.
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On the bunker, the Black-eared Wheatear got the company of a Rock
Nuthatch, a bird we didn’t see elsewhere. In the river valley, Roller numbers
were building up with 7 today. Also 2 Black Storks, a lot of Whinchats, a
Short-toed Eagle and the same other birds as yesterday.

Fig. 16. View south from Kumkale watchpoint. Egean Sea is to the right. With easterly winds, the
birds follow the shoreline very closely.

At night we wanted to camp in the Gallipoli National Park, at the tip of the
Gallipoli peninsula. Before that we visited a small dam lake (Kavakalti Lake, see
2006 report). About 10 Rollers were very showy here, and on the lake there
were some White-winged and Whiskered Terns and 3 Black Storks. After a
meal with very fresh fish at the port of Eceabat, we put up our tent near the salt
lake in the National Park, in the strong moonlight and accompanied by a few
dozen enthousiastic mosquitoes. The Raki and Famous Grouse tasted
formidably by candle light with background vocals being Stone Curlew and
Spotted Crake.

Sunday 29th April: Gallipoli National Park
We were awakened early by singing Corn Buntings, but were drawn out of our
tent quikly by calling Great Spotted Cuckoos of which we saw 2 birds very
well, chasing each other. There were also 3 Hoopoes doing this. Everywhere in
bushes there were songbirds, there must have been some kind of a ‘fall’
overnight. Collared and Pied Flycatcher, Wood Warbler, Eastern Bonelli’s
Warbler, Whinchats all over the place, Redstart, Red-backed Shrikes and
even a singing River Warbler! The rest of the day was spent in the area of the
salt lake, at the beautiful beach and in the low hills covered with maquis.

Fig. 17. Salt water lake Tuz Gölü at
Gallipoli National Park.
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On the salt lake itself swam a huge Dalmatian Pelican, a Slender-billed Gull,
30 White-winged Terns, 30 Little Terns etc. Active migrants included 26
Red-footed Falcons in total, and especially: an immature Golden Eagle !
There was nearly no wind anymore, so we didn’t mind not being at our migration
watchpoint at Kumkale anymore.
The muddy lake shores accommodated 10s of Little Stints, 2 Temmincks’
Stints, 1 Sanderling and even a Spur-winged Plover ! Yes! In Greece, at
most 10 pairs are still breeding, so this is a really good one !!

Fig. 18. Nearly untouched shoreline at Gallipoli National Park.

On the beach we saw Shag and 3 closeby Audouins Gulls (2 adults and a 2nd
year bird). In the maquis: Masked Shrike (in pine trees near military
cemetery), a lot of Sardinian Warblers, several Orphean Warblers and
Ortolan Buntings holding territory. Also Cirl Bunting and Chukar were seen.

Fig. 19. Very cooperative Audouins Gull.
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Monday 30th April: Gallipoli National Park, Kavakalti dam lake and
transfer to Meriç delta

Fig. 20. Gallipoli National Park. Apart from low hills covered with mediterranean scrub, there is a
lot of small-scale agriculture in the park.

After a good night’s rest in an almost empty beach hotel near the National Park
(Kum Otel) we visited the Park’s maquis hills again. Goshawk, Subalpine
Warbler, Masked Shrike, another singing River Warbler and Violet Limodore
(Limodorum abortivum) were the most interesting observations. Every cemetery
has its pair of Black-eared Wheatears, and there are quite a few of these
reminders of a cruel past in World War I. Through the beautiful interior of the
peninsula, we drove to the Kavakalti dam lake for a more extended exploration.
And with success! On the wet grassy shores, besides Black-winged Stilts and
Squacco Herons, we saw a Great Snipe and a male Little Crake! On the lake
itself there were 7 Ferruginous Ducks, several Little Bitterns, etc. Isabelline
Wheatears where common and made their display flights between the European
Sousliks (Spermophilus citellus), some kind of ground squirrel and favourite food
for eagles…

Fig. 21. Great Snipe, wonderful flight shot from Koen Lepla.
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Last year we saw in this area a displaying pair of Imperial Eagles, so we scanned
the skyline continuously, hoping to find this bird again. This job delivered Shorttoad Eagle and Black Storks (probably resident breeding birds) and eventually
a very distant spot that proved to be an adult Imperial Eagle ! We followed the
bird quite a while but it didn’t come closer. Anyway, this must be a regular
breeding area. For the rest of the day we ‘migrated’ step by step to the Kavak
Delta, spotting Osprey and Hen Harrier under way, but nothing else new.
So we continued to the Meriç delta to camp in the low hills bordering the
southern edge of this big river valley, along Gala Gölü (big lake with huge
reedbeds). After putting up the tent, we went for a walk to listen to zillions of
frogs. Bad news for one of our tents because it got torn apart by a big
shepherd’s dog… When we returned, the dog was lying on the ground, waving its
tail hoping to play with us but all the words he got where (I don’t tell this here).

Tuesday 1st May: Meriç delta
This morning, Nightingales functioned as wake up-call, but also Isabelline
Wheatears and the ubiquitous Corn Buntings. In the morning mist a Longlegged Buzzard passed along as well as an adult White-tailed Eagle ! The
view onto the marshes was magnificent. There were no big inundations as in
2006, the water level reached just beyond the outer side of the reedbeds. This
was perfect for birdwatching as many waders and herons foraged in this outer
zone.

Fig. 22. Gala Gölü in April 2006 with large inundations

much drier April 2007

Squacco Herons were everywhere (c75 !), as were Glossy Ibis (c250!) and
Whiskered Terns (>150). Everywhere you looked, there were flying Purple
Herons, Black-crowned Night-Herons, Grey Heron or Little Egrets. We
spent almost all day along the shores of Gala Gölü without one single dull
moment, birds were literally anywhere.
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Fig. 23. Rare White Stork tree nest
along Gala Gölü shores.

Fig. 24. Whiskered Terns

Some of the most interesting sights and sounds: loads of Reed and Great Reed
Warbler, Bearded Tits, Pygmy Cormorant c50, Black-winged Stilt,
Greenshank, Wood Sandpiper, Ruff, Ferruginous Duck 25 in total, Lesser
Grey Shrike 1, Great Egret c10, White Pelican 1ad & 1juv (flying boats!),
Raven 1, Black Stork 1, Orphean Warbler, Mute Swan 8, Spoonbill 5, etc.
Most birds were roosting on a sand- and mud bank in the lake with a.o. Whitetailed Eagle 1ad, Caspian Tern 14, Gull-billed Tern 5, White-winged Black
Tern 10s, a few Common Terns, Little Gulls and 2 Spur-winged Plovers
again ! A good end to our stay in this spot was the observation of a Lesser
Spotted Eagle who had just caught a large snake, eating it in a small tree at 20
m distance! This is quite a birdwatcher’s paradise ! Again, we didn’t make it all
the way to Pamuklu Gölü for there are too many birds. For this 3 extra
kilometers, one needs an extra day!
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Fig. 25. c5000 Mediterranean
Gulls were at the Enez lagoons
in the evening.

Fig. 26. Flock of Curlew
Sandpiper with Little Stint and
Dunlin at the Enez lagoons.

In the early evening we visited the lagoons and pools around the small city of
Enez at the Meriç river mouth. There were a lot of waders and a big number of
Mediterranean Gull (c5000 !). Also 250 Greater Flamingo’s, 400 Curlew
Sandpipers, Grey Plovers, Whimbrels, Oystercatchers, a Spotted
Redshank, 2 Avocets, 10 Little Terns, etc. Top of the bill were 3 to 4 couples
of Spur-winged Plovers
again ! These birds are not
rare in this corner of Turkey.
Last year around the 3rd
week of April we saw none
of them, maybe they arrive
later?

Fig. 27. Magnificent Spur-winged
Plover at Enez lagoons.
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Something big laid washed upon the shore: a dead Loggerhead Sea Turtle
(Caretta caretta) ! Apart from a few wounds in its flippers, it appeared intact.
Maybe a boat victim ?

Figuur 28. Dead Loggerhead Turtle.

After dark we drove along the
good and very quiet road back
eastwards to Keşan, back to
Hotel Linda for our last night,
last Efes-beer and last Raki.

Wednesday 2nd May : transfer back to Istanbul
Last day of the trip and it was raining! So far we had very sunny weather and not
too hot, ideal for birdwatching. But today we didn’t have time for the birds so the
rain didn’t bother. Last year we saw an Imperial Eagle sitting in a roadside tree
a few kilometers west of Tekirdag. We saw the tree again, but it was empty, as
presumed. But only 1 km further on we spotted a big raptor soaring overhead:
yes, an adult Imperial Eagle !! In the rain ! And he came to say goodbye, soaring
right over our heads. A magnificent end to a magnificent trip !

Fig. 29. Adult Imperial Eagle
near Tekirdag along main road.

Report by: Olivier Dochy
Pictures: Koen Lepla (birds), Olivier Dochy (landscapes)
Other group members: Ludo Momerency, Koen Vandepitte
If you want more details about areas or observations,
feel free to contact me at olivier.dochy(at)inbo.be.
15

