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Rufous-tailed Scrub-robin

Leader Neil Gartshore
This was a welcome return to this attractive Greek island for Birdfinders, with all of the participants visiting
for the first time. Despite the lack of birds on the migration front, with a lot of species noticeable by their
absence or in low numbers, we still managed to chalk up 146 species, including all of the island’s
specialities.
Day 1 The group gathered at Heathrow for the 12.15pm scheduled Aegean Airways flight to Athens, where
there was a wait for the connecting Olympic Airways flight to Mytilini, eventually arriving on the island at
21.50 local time (BST +2 hours). After picking up the minibus it was off to Hotel Pasiphae in Skala Kallonis
for a late dinner and bed. A single Common Nightingale singing as we made our way to our rooms was the
only bird of the day.
Day 2 To break us in gently we took a 7.00am pre-breakfast walk to the bridge over the Christou River on
the main road, giving the Skala Kallonis pool some attention on the way. The first birds of the trip came thick
and fast – Great Egret, Squacco, Grey and Purple Herons on the pool, with Common Nightingale and Cetti’s
Warbler singing from the scrub. On the river plain we had a female Eurasian Marsh-harrier, Kentish Plover,
Common and Wood Sandpipers, Common Tern, European Bee-eater and Western Yellow Wagtail (feldegg –
black-headed race) – about 30 species in all to get us going. After breakfast it was off to the nearby Kalloni
saltpans – always (usually) a good place to move the bird list along. We arrived just after 9.45am and stayed
until 3.00pm, giving the area a good going over. Access to the Alykes Wetland (aka the ‘sheep fields’) was
closed off although it didn’t stop the occasional birdwatcher going into the area – unfortunately, incidents of
people behaving like this, and a small number of photographers trying to get closer to birds and flushing
them, are becoming more regular events. As well as giving the saltpans, the moat and the pools to the south
of the pans a lot of attention, we took a walk along the Lotzaria track, stopping just short of the Tsiknias
River track. Although regularly clocking up new species, the number of birds was noticeably low – only two
White-winged Terns and a scattering of waders. Wood Sandpiper (80+) and Little Stint (75) were the most
numerous, with Marsh Sandpiper, Ruff, Eurasian Thick-knee and Kentish Plover in ones and twos. We found
the ‘star bird’ that had been in the area a few days, making up for the poor wader numbers – a single Broadbilled Sandpiper. After the saltpans we headed down the Tsiknias River track from the main road, taking a
couple of hours to wend our way back to the hotel by 5.30pm, and managed to add Sandwich Tern, Great
Cormorant and Common Whitethroat to the trip list. A southerly breeze with broken cloud had kept the
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temperature down through the day. Other birds of interest included a single Eurasian Spoonbill, two Little
Bitterns, two Montagu’s Harriers, two Gull-billed Terns, ca.40 European Bee-eaters, a male Red-backed
Shrike, good numbers of Spanish Sparrows and ca.10 Black-headed Buntings. Overall it had turned out to be
a fairly quiet day, with 72 species recorded and a number of species conspicuous by their absence.
Day 3 We started the day with a return pre-breakfast visit to the saltpans, adding a few more species to the
trip list – Temminck’s Stint, Green Sandpiper, Little Owl, Red-throated Pipit, Whinchat and Rufous-tailed
Scrub-robin. Just before we headed back for breakfast we heard of a Spur-winged Lapwing on the Christou
River so made our way there. The bird was upriver from the road but just visible over the vegetation – a nice
bird to finish with before breakfast. By 10.30am we were at Metochi Lake. There had been a lot of
maintenance work carried out around the lake during the winter and much of the reed cover along the fringes
of the lake had been cleared. Fortunately, we still managed to pick up Little Crake (just a single male) and a
Great Reed Warbler (in song and visible). Hopefully, the lake will ‘mature’ back to its best by next spring.
We spent a couple of hours in the area, including taking a walk around the surrounding roads. Woodchat,
Red-backed and (our first) Masked Shrikes all gave good close views. Chukar, Western Rock Nuthatch,
Eurasian Hoopoe and Spotted Flycatcher were all picked up in the fields or on the rocky-scrubbed hillside.
Peregrine, Long-legged Buzzard and Raven passed overhead. We headed up to the Kalloni raptor watchpoint
to have our packed lunch, stopping on the way at the mini soccer pitch for Eurasian Scops-owl – only one
bird was in view in a tree, visible from the road. We also had Middle Spotted Woodpecker and Chaffinch
here and a Persian Squirrel. By 1.30pm we were at the watchpoint where we stayed for over an hour, adding
Eleanora’s Falcon, Subalpine Warbler, Cirl Bunting, European Stonechat, Black-eared Wheatear and
Cretzschmar’s Bunting to the trip list together with Short-toed Snake-eagle. By 3pm we had headed further
north to the Kavaki layby just south of Molivos, the regular site for Rüppell’s Warbler. Since the last visit in
2015 the scrub had grown up, particularly by the road, making viewing of the area more challenging – we
had no luck this afternoon, as the sun wasn’t in the best place either, but we were compensated with a
Sardinian Warbler. We headed back to the hotel via the Tsiknias River. Spending some time looking at the
Common Swifts we were rewarded with a single Pallid amongst them. A Black-headed Gull at the river
mouth was the first of the trip. It was another sunny day, with 91 species recorded.
Day 4 After an early breakfast we headed out west along the southern road, making our way to the Ipsilou
Monastery. Our first stop was at the last road junction before the monastery – two minibuses and a group of
birdwatchers were parked up here (they were a Swiss birdwatching group). We soon picked up a number of
new species – Blue Rock-thrush, Northern and Isabelline Wheatears, Short-toed Lark and two Lesser Grey
Shrikes. We continued to the parking area below the monastery and spent the rest of the morning walking up
the south/east slopes and back down the north/west slopes of the monastery road. We soon picked up the
speciality of the area – Cinereous Bunting (in all we saw/heard at least six birds). There was almost a
complete lack of migrants though, with the exception of Eurasian Golden Oriole – at least six birds gave
reasonable views, mainly in flight. Eleanora’s Falcon, Short-toed Snake-eagle and Alpine Swift (overhead),
Common Cuckoo, Wood Lark, Black-eared Wheatear, Subalpine Warbler, Blackcap, Sombre Tit,
Cretzschmar’s and Cirl Buntings and a pair of nesting Common Ravens (on the slopes) kept us occupied. We
left the monastery and headed towards Sigri, stopping first at a roadside ‘bandstand’ to eat our packed lunch,
where we watched a Short-toed Snake-eagle soaring over the valley below. We spent the next couple of
hours in the Faneromeni area, visiting the upper and lower fords and the beach. Once again there were few
migrants about, with European Pied Flycatcher and local Eurasian Jackdaws the only additions to the trip list.
On the way out from Faneromeni we heard that a Spur-winged Lapwing was in a field just before Sigri and
were able to get good views of it, albeit surrounded by an unsightly large plastic water tank and loads of
plastic buckets! We took the northern route back to Skala Kallonis, stopping for a while in the Lardia Valley.
This area often provides a few decent birds but not today – only Eurasian Sparrowhawk, Eurasian Cragmartin and Eurasian Wren were added to the trip list. It had been another sunny day and although we were
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disappointed by the lack of migrants, we still managed to see a good selection of birds, finishing with 83
species.
Day 5 It was a lot cooler today, overcast with a breeze. After breakfast we headed up to Kavaki to look for
Rüppell’s Warbler again. After a short wait a fine male showed himself, favouring a bare branch next to one
of the laybys and giving great views. We then continued along the road to the Perasma Dam where two Great
Spotted Cuckoos had been reported. We spent 90 minutes walking along the road by the dam, eventually
picking up brief views of the cuckoo. Plenty of Yellow-legged Gulls were loafing about the dam and three
broods of Ruddy Shelduck (a total of 14 youngsters) accompanied their parents. Still heading west along the
north road, we stopped at Aghios Taxiarchis, just before Skalochori, and walked a while along the track that
headed north from the road. It was fairly quiet but we did have good views of Sombre Tit. We continued on
to Lardia Valley – again very quiet, with three Short-toed Snake-eagles the only birds of note. As it was still
breezy, we decided to head back towards Kalloni and go into Achladeri Forest to look for Krüper’s Nuthatch.
On the way back, two Hawfinches flew across the road – we stopped but couldn’t locate them. We were in
the forest by 3pm and headed on foot to the area where the nuthatches had been seen. Unfortunately, we
misread the directions and went in at the wrong entrance, leaving the minibus by the road rather than driving
in on a track, but we eventually found roughly where we were supposed to be. We had obviously
misunderstood the instructions of where the birds were but were eventually lucky to have frequent sightings
of the Krüper’s as it flew backwards and forwards across the track. It didn’t land though, so we had to be
satisfied with these views. A couple of Short-toed Treecreepers, a purring Turtle Dove and two Serins were
the only other birds of interest. To round off the day we called into the saltpans on the way back to the hotel,
stopping first at the hide in the north-east corner. Five White-winged Terns were accompanied by a single
Whiskered Tern (surprisingly the only one seen on the trip). A quick drive around to the race track found the
Rufous-tailed Scrub-robin, and Curlew Sandpiper (a few birds in a mixed flock of waders) was added to the
trip list. Despite most of the sites being fairly quiet, we still managed to clock up 89 species, including some
quality.
Day 6 The plan today was to head out west again and drive along the Eresos–Sigri track via the Meladia
Valley. Early patchy cloud gradually cleared but it remained very breezy. The best of the birding was the
stretch from Eresos to the Meladia Ford. Odds and ends included our only Common Redstart (a male) of the
trip, a good spread of Cretzschmar’s Buntings (many with youngsters), two Eleanora’s Falcons and nine
Rock Doves (genuine rather than the feral kind). We spent quite a bit of time around the ford where a very
showy Rufous-tailed Scrub-robin gave great close views. Other highlights included Eastern Orphean
Warbler, Bank Swallow (Sand Martin) and Eurasian Crag-martin, at least six Pallid Swifts among the
Commons and a pair of Ruddy Shelduck with young. Two more migrants were added to the trip list – singles
of Sedge Warbler and Tree Pipit. The track through to Sigri was passable with a little care so we continued
along in that direction and stopped at the old sanatorium to have our packed lunch. A Peregrine and another
Eastern Orphean Warbler were all we could muster here, but a rustle in a pile of leaves saw an Ottoman
Viper (one of Lesvos’s venomous snakes) slithering into the open and then starting to climb up a metre-high
wall … a good job no one had stood in the leaves to look over the wall! As we got through the valley in good
time, we decided to stop at Ipsilou Monastery for a walk up/down the slopes. Once we pulled into the parking
area, we felt the full force of the wind and decided it wasn’t a good idea to stay there as the minibus was
rocking violently (and would have probably blown away if we’d all got out!). With some free time now, we
headed back to the saltpans for the remainder of the afternoon. Bird numbers were pretty low again but we
added Black-bellied (Grey) Plover to the trip list, and ten White-winged Terns, four Common Greenshank
and 31 Ruddy Shelduck were good numbers. After dinner we walked into the village and waited for the local
Barn Owl to put in an appearance at its usual chimney pot – which it duly did. It was another quiet day for
bird numbers but we still logged 81 species.
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Day 7 One of the specialities that we were still missing was Olive-tree Warbler, but birds were starting to be
reported... although care had to be taken when identifying them on song alone, as Masked Shrike has a
similar song in its repertoire. We had an early start today with another visit to the saltpans, via the Tsiknias
River, and a walk out along the Lotzaria track. The birds were much the same as on our previous visits, with
the addition of a single Common Redshank, new to the trip list. After breakfast we headed up through the
Napi Valley and on to Platania. A couple of stops on the way to the Platania turn-off produced good views of
Middle Spotted Woodpecker, Eurasian Hoopoe, Eastern Orphean and Subalpine Warblers, Masked Shrike,
Sombre Tit and our first Eurasian Nuthatch. As it was Neil’s first time to this site, we followed the directions
there and then got lost by taking the wrong dirt track… twice! We ended up parking at the top of a valley and
walked down into it looking for ‘the cattle grids.’ After a while it was obvious that we were lost again… but
had a nice walk! On the way back to the road we finally got the right track and there were the cattle grids, a
few hundred metres away from where we had set off on our walk. We spent some time by the grids and heard
two Olive-tree Warblers but they were elusive and didn’t show themselves. By 3pm we decided to leave and
head to Achladeri Forest to try and get better views of Krüper’s Nuthatch (now that we had better info on
where to go). We drove in as far as we had walked on the previous visit and then walked a little further on.
We soon heard the Krüper’s and eventually the bird came in to view. Short-toed Treecreeper and Serin were
both seen again. 75 species recorded.
Day 8 On our last half day before we had to head off back to the airport to catch our flight home, we decided
on another visit to the Platania area to see if we could track down a sighting of the Olive-tree Warblers heard
yesterday. The wait paid off as the two males who were singing against each other yesterday were still at it.
Eventually, one bird glided across the open ground (a characteristic of the OTW) and landed in a bush where
the other bird was singing. After some interaction between them, one flew to the top of the bush and perched
in the open on a dead branch. We had to check-in for our flight at around 2.30pm so we left Platania in good
time to have lunch at a local taverna in Agias Paraskevi before heading off to the airport. Once checked in,
we went outside for a while before we had to go through to the departure lounge. Whilst waiting, we saw a
couple of European Shags and a flock of Yelkouan Shearwaters go through the strait that separates Lesvos
from Turkey, and at least seven of the larger Scopoli’s Shearwaters – the last new birds (and the 146th) of the
trip. All that remained now was our flight back to Heathrow, via Athens, where the trip ended.
Neil Gartshore
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