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Below: group photo taken in the Carpathians, so missing two group members who returned to the UK after
Danube Delta and Dobrogea, and Delta sunset.

As with all Honeyguide holidays, part of the price was put towards a local conservation project, in this case
for Falco Cherrug (6the saker o), a hyeo udnegl tnaabtsu rcad n sset rsvda
the future. The group is run by Eugen Petrescu, the Romanian Ornithological Soci et y6s represent .
delta who this year was also one of our holiday leaders from Ilbis. T hi s yaservdien contribution of
£40 per person was supplemented by gift aid through the Honeyguide Wildlife Charitable Trust, resulting in a
donation of £370 and bringing the total given in Romania since the first Honeyguide holiday here in 1999 to
£6,812. To July 2017 the total for all conservation contributions through Honeyguide since 1991 is £117,457.

Romania: what does it conjure up for you? A country torn apart by world wars and communist rule? Romany
gypsies in colourful carts? Impossibly slight and supple gymnasts of the mid-1970s? Transylvanian castles
haunted by vampires? Well, quite possibly all of these
as far as this report is concerned, it is also home to some amazing wildlife, has stunning and diverse
scenery, good cuisine, fine wines, friendly, accommodating people and many miles of unmolested and
unspoiled wetland, steppe and coast. Letds go and take


http://www.ibis-tours.ro/

DAILY DIARY

Day 1, Saturday 10 June 2017 i Stansted to Tulcea

A slight technical fault, dNothing to worry about ladies and gentlemend resulted in us nine Honeyguiders
missing our allotted departure slot from Stansted to arrive in Bucharest 90 minutes later than scheduled. We
were met by representatives from lbis Tours, our specialist ground agents and hosts, and were shortly
whisked away across the great central Romanian plain in a slightly north-easterly direction towards our
rendezvous point with the Ibis floating hotel at Tulcea. The journey of some 280k took a little over 4% hours
and because of the delayed arrival we had no time for birding stops, just the one break for a cuppa and loos.
The landscape on the first leg of the journey was one of a seemingly never-ending parade of large
agricultural fields growing oil-seed rape, sunflowers and wheat. The landscape was reminiscent of the East
Anglian fens, but on an altogether vaster scale. Wildlife spotting was not easy, however the lucky ones
among us (those either with a window seat and/or on the right side of the minibus) managed to clock up a
few bird species; white stork, roller, common buzzard, several kestrels and a fleeting glimpse of a little owl. A
good start, we thought.
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h seen on the journey to Tulcea.

White stork and roller: bot

Once safely at the dockside in Tulcea we transferred to the floating hotel. After tentatively downing the
welcome drink T a local concoction that made your toes curl i and with our cases in our allotted cabins, we
reconvened to enjoy a sumptuous dinner. After dinner Eugen, our guide and entertaining dining companion
for the duration of our stay in the Danube Delta, explained the itinerary for the forthcoming days by way of
mapping our planned route on a wall chart. It sounded exciting. Whiskered terns, Caspian gulls and swallows
could be watched from the comfort of the dining room or later on deck where we were able to witness the
sunset, spread golden across the skyline of the city. Welcome to the Honeyguide 2017 holiday in Romania.

Day 2, Sunday 11 June 2017 i Danube Delta

Today dawned bright and sunny as we headed out from the overnight docking point into the delta. Breakfast;
cereal, cheeses, meats, eggs, bread and delicious homemade jams was taken on the move, watching the
hub that is the Danube come to life. The initial traffic of cruise boats and working barges tailed off and
disappeared altogether as we entered the quieter, less frequented area.

Once safely moored in a channel in the northern section of the delta, we boarded the day boat to explore the
quiet waterways of this immense wetland wonderland. It is hard to think of a more relaxing way to discover
the secret delights of this vast network of reed-fringed, lily-lined, channels, pools and lakes. Perched at the
front of the boat in the sultry heat emanating from a fierce June sun, the full wealth of wildlife inhabiting this
mosaic of fens, marshes, dry islands and lakes could be appreciated. Birds were the most obvious creatures;
huge numbers of white pelicans soaring in the heavens on two-metre wingspans, squacco herons, many
sporting gorgeous breeding livery, springing from every patch of lilies, rollers swooped across our path, their
startling blues and russets drawing gasps of delight while pygmy cormorants, whiskered terns, red-necked
grebes, ferruginous ducks and iridescent kingfishers provided a supporting cast. Above it all sailed majestic
white-tailed eagles, surveying their vast domain on impressively huge wings.

Kingfishers featured heavily in the first section of our near silent cruise. Steep, muddy banks provided ideal
nesting sites for several pairs that delighted all as they allowed close approach before arrowing away in a
bolt of sapphire blue. One interesting aspect of birding in foreign lands, | think, is the realisation that species
that may be difficult to find at home can sometimes be prolific abroad; so commonly encountered as not to
merit a second glance from the locals. Such it was with these kingfishers; drawing @ohsdand @ahséfrom the
tourists but simple smiling indulgence from the guides.
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Of course itdéds never just about birds. AIlIl aroseasd us d
Marsh frogs hopped from lily pad to lily pad in search of mates and to see off rivals. Their high-pitched

croaks and whistles were to be a heavy feature of nights to come. A dice snake wriggled alongside the boat

for a few seconds and flowering plants provided some interesting identification challenges. A close scrutiny

of books compared against photographs would help solve the mysteries during afternoon downtime.
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Squacco heron; ferruginous ducks.

2pm: Lunch. Taken aboard the mothership with which we rendezvoused at another location, that vessel
having moved during the morning to meet us. Very efficient. The heat of midday lent itself to a couple of
hours of soporific relaxation before we once more embarked the day boat to explore another branch of the
river system. Here with the sun losing some of its intensity and slowly throwing a softer, warmer light over the
watery world we traversed, we could really appreciate how unspoiled and prolific this area was. Floating
noiselessly along traffic-free canals you could be forgiven for thinking you had entered another world. A
secret world of gently rippling water, carpeted with flowering yellow lilies where fish played and dragonflies
danced. Highlights of this outing were approachable black-crowned night heron, purple heron, lovely singing
male redstarts and rollers actually rolling in the sky above us as they chased dragonflies alongside starlings
and gulls.

We returned to the mothership in time to have a quick shower before dinner at 8pm. Another sumptuous
meal washed down with very pleasant local wines. Conversation was lively, funny and interesting; the group
had already gelled very well.

Day 3, Monday 12 June 2017 i Danube Delta

A different aspect of the delta today with a morning visit to dry land, an area of sand dunes in fact upon
which a now derelict mineral works leaves an ugly scar. During the communist period under CeauHescu, a
scheme was hatched whereby minerals could be mined and loaded to barges at this point. Huge cranes
were put in place but were never commissioned and have since been removed. The works was abandoned
before ever becoming fully operational and the shell of the factory left to crumble. As is often the case
however, nature has moved in to use what remains, so now swallows, kestrels, wagtails and sparrows
chirrup and twitter pleasantly about the place bringing some beauty to what would otherwise be a simple
square of ugly concrete.

Between the abandoned factory and the village of Caraorman there are some shallow embanked ponds with
a number of raised islands, this was our main target for the next couple of hours. A different cast had
assembled here meaning we added several ticks to our already quite impressive bird list. The most obvious
inhabitants were breeding black-winged stilts and avocets boldly mobbing us and any other perceived threat
to their fluffy young. Bee-eaters i can you ever tire of them? i dhrippeddoverhead while several ducks
including a pair of splendid garganeys hid among the emergent vegetation. Little gulls, Caspian terns,
greenshank (seen by half the group) and lapwings vied for our attention with some excellent cardinal
fritillaries and carder bees sipping nectar from the large pinkish/purple heads of thistles. Eugen told us of his
ideas to enhance the site to raise water levels to prevent predation from mammals, including the local
villagers. However he concluded that any such work would only serve to draw undue attention to the area
which could exacerbate existing problems. Best to leave alone perhaps and maintain a low profile.

One instance that sticks in my mind is of walking back to the boat when large shadows swept across the
ground around us. Gazing upwards we were able to witness the impressive sight of both white and
Dalmatian pelicans soaring across the white orb of the fiercemi dday sun. Thereod6s not man
|l ve been alerted to a bird by having its shadow inter



Once back aboard the day boat , we went about the task
every nest site along the waterways and was able to take us to a wonderfully constructed nest where the

adults were busy feeding young. The male bird gave splendid views as it sang to see off a rival. Such

colourful birds these, looking for all the world like miniature red-backed shrikes and one that perhaps is

destined to colonise the UK before much longer. | hope so. Next up was a little bittern site where the female

of the pair eventually played the game having been | ur
cal | . Evkappy $ooffibpdk 0 the mothership for lunch.

During our meal the tug pulled the boat for an hour or so to another location from where we boarded the day
boat for a ride along some quiet, willow- and poplar-lined canals looking for woodpeckers. With the aid of
lures playing woodpecker calls we eventually had fantastic close views of both black woodpecker and grey-
headed woodpecker perching in overhead trees looking around enquiringly for the non-existent interloper.
Impressive birds and life sightings for most of the group.

Night heron; Dalmatian pelican; penduline tit.

After another excellent dinner we watched the sun set in a blaze of glorious golds and reds over the lake on
the margins of which we had moored for the night. Later, the sultry heat meant windows were left open to
allow some cooler air into the cabins resulting in a cacophony of frog chorus to flood in. Thousands of
amphibians singing in some syncopated rhythm invading the aural senses. Sleep seemed impossible amid
such a noise, but within no time the world outside faded and merged into our dreams.

Day 4, Tuesday 13 June 2017 i Danube Delta

After the usual rather relaxed and civilised routine of breakfast at 8, we boarded the day boat at 9am for our
final excursion into the delta. The first half of the morning was spent slowly chugging across a shallow lake
where, in the distance, large numbers of whiskered terns were nesting. Unfortunately, but quite correctly, we
were not allowed to get very close to the colony but compensation was on offer with a very obliging fishing
party of white pel i cans. One of these individuals sported full
say this, a bright red knob on its bill. The pelicans, together with their acolytes, pygmy cormorants, Caspian
gulls and a few terns, were herding the fish before them. When satisfied sufficient mouthfuls had
accumulated, the birds would dip their heads into the water in a synchronised ballet scooping up the poor
fish before they knew what had hit them. Any stray morsel would be gulped down by the other birds. Not
much escaped.

Pelicans with their dédacoly
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Eugen has a soft spot for the pelicans, which have become the iconic species for the delta. The birds are
very vulnerable at their breeding colonies which in times past were visited by fisherman who at certain times
went about systematic slaughter of the competition. The damage they caused was not limited to the squabs
they got their hands on though, for when pelicans clumsily flee from their nesting grounds, eggs and small
chicks get unceremoniously throw from the nest and perish. In essence a single disturbance from man can
virtually wipe out a nesting colony. Happily in these more enlightened times the birds are strictly protected
and numbers seem at least stable. Delta dwellers still regard these ultra-efficient fishermen as competition
and always inflate their estimated numbers when
team who provide a more balanced and scientific analysis who knows what mayhem would ensue.

In this regard the support Honeyguide provides is so much greater than the actual financial value; it provides
the means for enlightenment, education and along-t er m | egacy. The team on

aut hoi
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boys and girlsoé6, are i mmensely grateful for the suppor

During the course of the morning we were constantly admiring the large numbers of frogs hopping out of our

way. Eugen took the calls to stop so we could watch them more closely a stage further than we anticipated.

He produced a small fishing rod suspended from which was a bottle top on a string. When this brightly

coloured, ultra-s ophi sti cated tool was dangled over a |il
towards it with great purpose. Of course they thought it was a tasty morsel to be consumed, but as a lesson

in frog catching it was most instructive.

Our progress across the lake and beyond was hampered by an accumulation of an alien invasive pond weed
t hat insisted on getting wrapped around t hehadbissaes
with invasive plants. Here an invasive shrub imported from North America is stifling natural growth along the
banks of the channels, and under the water itself explosive growth of weed chokes the waterways. There
does not seem to be the will or resources to tackle this problem which will therefore only get worse.

The remainder of the morning was spent on dry land once again, walking along a raised dyke overlooking a
large area of drier marsh and agricultural land. This region was drained with the help of Dutch engineers,
much like the Fens of East Anglia, to create the classic polder. Although no longer open water, the habitat
still contains fringes of wetland with some reed beds interspersed with small ponds. Stands of poplar provide
nesting areas for golden orioles whose wolf-whistling call we frequently heard and one we saw.

One feature of the delta, most noticeable to us Brits, is the large number of cuckoos that can be
encountered. The area is one of the most important for that species in the whole of Europe with the iconic
calls of male birds an ever-present background noise. We were especially fortunate to spot the brown morph
female on more than one occasion and to hear its strange bubbling call echoing among the willows. A rare
privilege.

Cardinal; black woodpecker; |l esser emp

In this area we were also lucky to be able to watch a trio of red-footed falcons hawking dragonflies and to
see a black woodpecker looping between the waterside trees.

It was then the turn of insects to engage our attention. The thistles proliferating among the long grasses
played host to many cardinal fritillaries, Bath whites, several day-flying moths and large numbers of beautiful
dragonflies. This diversion provided an interesting photographic challenge to those so inclined, just as much
as a useful identification record as for the sheer pleasure of being able to capture the moment.
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Our afternoon was spent aboard the mother ship as it was towed to a safe docking point a short distance
from Tulcea. Some people bird-watched from the decks, white-tailed eagles being a highlight, some folk took
time out to research the identity of plants or to complete their day lists. Others simply relaxed with a cool
beer. After the evening meal we thanked the marvellous cook and all the staff for looking after us so well.
The first leg of our trip had been a remarkable success with wonderful wildlife watching, beautifully serene
days drifting among unfrequented waters and great company. Onwards to the second leg, the steppes,
wetlands and beaches of Dobrogea.

Day 5, Wednesday 14 June 2017 i Dobrogeai ML ci n Mount ains National Par k
Early this morning the tug pulled us into Tulcea, thus concluding the water-based element of the holiday.
After breakfast we left our luggage for collection and boarded the minibus at 9am for our first excursion into

the hinterland of Dobrogea.

First stop a high ridge overlooking the delta from where the immense size of the area we had been exploring
for the previous few days could be appreciated. But there was much more to appreciate now, for the ridge
and its resultant updrafts provided perfect conditions for hunting raptors. As we stood amid the waving
grasses we became aware of a large bird of prey gliding overhead. This proved to be a simply gorgeous
long-legged buzzard that entertained us for a few minutes during which we could note its essential
characteristics: longer wings than common buzzard, extremely light almost white tail feathering with a distinct
rufous terminal band, pale head sporting a hefty bill and rufous underparts. A gem of a bird.

Two impressive birds of prey: a long-legged buzzard and a plummeting pale phase booted eagle.

We hadndt l ong to wait before anot her -phasp bootedseaglee b i
tacking into the wind in its search for lizards, snakes or small mammals. We were even treated to a full dive,

the bird tucking its wings tightly against its body to plummet earthwards, talons spread. But more was to

come in the unmistakable, albeit distant, form of an immature white-tailed eagle mobbed by a crow that
served only to exemplify its immense size and power. Such was the pull of this place that most of the group

could have happily sat on the grass, letting the cooling breeze offset the effects of a strengthening sun to see
what el se would appear. But the itinerary di ctiubeye al |
turned to the sky we returned to the minibus to continue our journey.

As we progressed along what are, by western standards, almost empty roads, the true rural nature of this
area became apparent. Horse-drawn carts are commonplace and provide a means for villagers to get
around and transport produce. The fields have margins where a mosaic of wildflowers can prosper:
cornflower, poppy and ox-eye daisy all grow in profusion here. We stopped along a narrow lane and walked
around the edge of a wheat field in the hope of locating a pair of barred warblers. We eventually saw the
birds but not before we had sightings of corn bunting, red-backed shrike and heard a singing ortolan bunting.
The flowers attracted butterflies, fritillaries and whites, and closer scrutiny of the stalks of wheat and flowers
revealed myriad insect life; crickets, beetles, hoverflies among others.

Lunch was taken in the shade of resplendent oak and beech trees growing along a streamside in parkland
adjacenttoanunner y. Vémppbdedyahdnce as the area was a good spot for many birds especially
woodpeckers. With the aid of a sound lure we persuaded middle spotted, great spotted and Syrian
woodpeckers to make an appearance and also saw several hawfinches and an obliging icterine warbler. Out
in an abandoned orchard we tracked down a wryneck. The day list was growing nicely.



We spent the afternoon in the Mbicin Mountains Nat.i

before emerging at the foot of impressive rocky outcrops. A few hardy souls trudged on and upwards,
scrambling over the scree and rocks in order to track down the elusive rock thrush that is sometimes seen
here. Sadly no such bird was showing today although another fine long-legged buzzard was satisfactory
compensation.
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Syrian (left) and middle spotted (right) woodpeckers.

The final stop of the day was on an extensive area of rough grassland at the foot of the mountain range.
Here we slowly cruised the tracks in search of wildlife suited to the habitat of dry, dusty ground, with barren
patches sparsely cloaked in low growing grasses and lichens. First up a northern wheatear followed by a
much paler bird sitting on a low stem T an isabelline wheatear no less. This was a good bird we thought and
then we saw another, and another, until it seemed everywhere you looked pale, tawny-coloured wheatears
were keeping a wary eye on us. We saw perhaps 15 of these birds beside the track, but many more must
have been distributed across the site making it of great importance for the species. We stopped to stretch
our legs in the shadow of scattered trees where more woodpeckers, including a grey-headed, eventually
gave up and revealed themselves. Many goats were being herded by the farmers of this impoverished land
making us realise how harsh it must be to eke a living here. Romania is still to our thinking a country yet to
fully emerge into the modern world. And that, | think is a good thing, certainly for the wildlife.

A scan of the gently sloping fields threw up another long-legged buzzard with prey; a souslik that had been
careless or unlucky. These prairie dogs were abundant and form the staple diet for eagles, other raptors and
ground predators including jackals. But we were really looking for an altogether different inhabitant and after
a slow scrutiny of every mound and rock we eventually espied a pair of stone-curlews i their classic white
and black chequered wing coverts giving them away. Success!

It had been a long, tiring day in the field so we headed back to Tulcea to the lbis Hotel which after the
confines of the floating hotel provided much needed space to distribute our belongings. Then a quick shower
and a hearty meal with much banter and laughter. The wine helped a little.

Day 6, Thursday 15 June 2017 i Dobrogea
Today was a day for botany; a refreshing change from the bird-heavy days so far. To assist us we had on
board a specialist expert, Mihai Petrescu, whose knowledge of the local flora was profound.

We began by following the road eastwards from Tulcea, along the southern edge of the delta to Bestepe.
Here we walked along the side of a hill with a commanding view of the town below to find out something
about the plant life that resides in these chalky soils. | find with wildlife watching of any kind that the more
you look, really look, the more you see. A simple enough concept, but it is only when you engage your
senses fully that you move from simply seeing the big and showy to observing the smaller, sometimes
incredibly intricate and beautiful smaller things; the tiny invertebrates for example, or the intricate patterning
on a bird& wing, or in this case small, brightly coloured, perfectly formed flowers.

We spent a pleasant hour rummaging through the grasses finding many unusual plants most of which were
similar to, but separate from, the related plants of home; wonderfully caramel-coloured foxglove Digitalis
lanata, a local form of lizard orchid Himantoglossum jankae, some plants completely endemic to the region.
We moved on.
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Lizard orchid Himantoglossum jankae; syntomid moth on pyramidal orchid; foxglove Digitalis lanata.

Our progression south was pleasantly interspersed with visits to a number of fresh water and saline lagoons
sited around the village of Murighoil. Here we could stroll along rough tracks, looking for interesting plants
and grasses on the way, until we reached the shores of the lakes from where large numbers of birds could
be seen. Black-winged stilts mobbed us persistently, protecting their newly hatched chicks cowering on the
mud close by. Avocets, lapwings, gulls and terns were present in numbers, feeding, courting, loafing. But the
real prize here was to see a group of Pallasbds g
toned beak and in flight the distinctive white, black-tipped primaries. A lifer for most. Other highlights here
were breeding collared pratincoles and some distant red-footed falcons hawking dragonflies. But more of
those in a moment.

Eugen told us a bit about the conservation efforts he and his team are endeavouring to make here. The
essence seems to be one of low key involvement, surreptitiously setting up safe zones and educating local
people as to the need to allow wildlife to fé¢rghtsof
access and mild exploitation (fishing, grazing etc). The main problem to our British eyes was the unseemly
amount of litter and refuse lying about the place. It appears these wilder areas are regarded as worthless
and are regularly used as a dumping ground for waste. Even the interpretation board had been stripped of its
information sheet. There is obviously a long way to go to match the understanding we have here at home,
but recognising the value of the habitat, working with local people to educate and enlighten, encouraging
them to enjoy their heritage will, over time, bear fruit.

Onwards then to our lunch stop in a wooded zone amid an active rookery. Here the rooks had almost
finished their breeding cycle with only a few pairs still tending well-grown young, thus allowing red-footed
falcons to move in and occupy the empty nests. These falcons are quite stunning birds and could be
watched hunting flying insects over the wide expanse of agricultural land bordering the wood. Their aerial
prowess, swooping, diving, twisting and turning in pursuit of their prey, was a delight to observe. We ate our
sandwiches, cake and fruit with their screeching cries reverberating through the wood with the occasional
fluting call of a golden oriole thrown in for good measure. Great stuff.

Bee-eater, and hoopoe on the track.



It is hard to think of how things could get better birdwise, but a visit to a bee-eater colony is surely the way to
do it. Sitting on a rock watching these flying rainbows is something any lover of nature could surely never tire
of. We were able to admire these colourful birds for several minutes as they eventually got used to us,
settled and went about their business. | think this may have been the highlight of the day, maybe even the
trip for some.

But we must not forget that above all today was a day for botany. Our next stop was at Enisala, a ruined
Genoese fortress set at a dramatic location atop a hill with a commanding view of the delta. Some of the
group walked over the grass-clad slopes in search of more plants, others took a breather and simply sat on a
low wall taking in the stunning vista below. From the lofty vantage point something of the sheer scale of the
lakes, reed beds, marshes and fens could be gleaned; certainly it puts into perspective the relatively small
size of our wetland reserves at home which are really only fragments of their former glory.

The final stop of a busy day took us along gently sloping pathways lined with well-spaced trees and shrubs.
Birdlife was profound with red-backed and lesser grey shrikes seemingly perched atop every bush. Corn
buntings and tree sparrows abounded, yellowhammer, ortolan bunting, buzzards and hawfinch completed
the cast. As we left a hoopoe bounded across our path and landed on the track to give splendid,
photographable views. A great end to a very interesting day.

Day 7, Friday 16 June 2017 i Badadag Forest and Black Sea Coast

Another bright and clear day greeted us as we set off south from Tulcea to visit an area of open mixed
deciduous forest at Babadag to search for plants.

The initial drop-off point by the side of a busy road was somewhat disconcerting, but once inside the
confines of the forest the whole atmosphere changed and we were able to fully appreciate the beauty of this
unspoiled haven. Orchids are stunning plants, showy, colourful, intricate in design. With the help of Mihai we
were able to identify several species, unfortunately not all of which were in flower. The ones that were
delighted us. We also found a small spur-thighed tortoise here. Butterflies included many cardinal fritillaries,
pearl-bordered fritillary, meadow browns and blues. We were also treated to an abundance of nine-spotted
(syntomid) moths that could be seen nectaring from the myriad blooms of wild flowers. Birds here included a
lovely singing nightingale and a distant displaying Levant sparrowhawk.

We drove southwards towards the Black Sea coast where we found a sheltered spot for lunch while being
serenaded by great reed warblers and overhead bee-eaters. Several Dalmatian pelicans and marsh harriers
flew above, the latter going about domestic duties attending to their broods secreted in nests within the
reeds.

We stopped at Vadu for an ice-cream break, sitting chatting in the shade before moving on to the coast itself.
Passing yet another scar on the landscape in the form of a derelict mineral extraction plant from the
communist era, we stopped to admire a large colony of common terns using a large embanked lagoon as a
breeding site. The terns were constantly being harassed by a hungry marsh harrier, providing an interesting
spectacle of how effective mass mobbing can be.
have eventually paid off. We also saw a single curlew sandpiper loafing on the edge of a sand bar together
with several avocets, black-winged stilts and a sizeable colony of collared pratincoles which were breeding
on the adjacent marsh. The pratincole colony is monitored by local naturalists and has a chequered history:
disturbance, predation, adverse weather i the usual suspects. This year numbers are quite high and there is
hope at last for a successful season.

Collared pratincole; Honeyguiders paddling in the Black Sea.
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