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Cyprus 2023 lan Merrill

Cyprus: 3" to 10" May 2023

Where

This week-long trip was instigated as an opportunity to catch up with the recently-split Cyprus Scops Owl,
but also encompassed the island’s other two breeding endemic bird species (both seen a very long thirty-
four years previously, in Israell) and three resident endemic subspecies. Our travels around the interior and
coastlines also took in a host of other exciting Eastern Mediterranean birds and gave ample time to savor a
whole raft of other captivating wildlife, some magnificent scenery and fascinating cultures, unique to this
beautiful island.

It should be noted that this Cypriot adventure was made in the company of my largely non-birding wife and
our itinerary provided a mix of walking, sightseeing and cultural exploration. As a consequence this short
report is not intended to be a comprehensive Cyprus birding guide, but does provide an update on where
and how to find the key species.

We flew to Paphos and based ourselves at an AirBnB self-catering rental in the small village of Nata. This
location proved perfect, with Cyprus Scops Owl and Cyprus Wheatear being seen only a few paces from our
accommodation and Cyprus Warbler, plus some great birding habitat, available just a ten minute drive away.
Nata’s location also gave easy access to the Troodos Mountains, Akamas National Park and a number of
other fascinating localities. Our complete itinerary was as follows:

Weds 3 May Jet2 flight from East Midlands Airport to Paphos, arriving c21.00 local time. Collect Sixt hire
car and drive twenty minutes to Nata AirbnB. Cyprus Scops Owl seen close to accommodation before bed.
Thurs 4" May Ten minute sunrise drive to Anarita for early morning birding in the dry valleys and hillsides
above the village. Key birds: Cyprus Warbler, Cyprus Wheatear, Red-backed and Woodchat Shrikes, European
Roller, European Bee-Eater, Booted Eagle, Spanish Sparrow, European Turtle Dove. Pick up breakfast
essentials from Papamichael Supermarket, Mandria. Relaxed breakfast in Nata, then one hour drive upslope
to the iconic medieval Kelefos Bridge, via a flower-strewn landscape of olive groves, citrus plantations, tracts
of pristine maquis and sleepy villages. Long hike in picturesque, scented, Calabrian Pine forest. Key birds:
‘Cyprus’ Coal Tit, ‘Cyprus’ Jay, ‘Cyprus’ Short-toed Teecreeper. Return to Nata for home-cooked evening
meal, post shopping-stop at Papamichael Supermarket, Mandria.

Fri 5*" May Very early start and drive for just over an hour, through spectacular landscapes, ascending to the
wonderful Black Pine forests of the Troodos Mountains. Long scenic hike through the pines from Troodos
town, on loop taking in part of both the Atalante and Artemis Trails, with views right down to the northern
planes. Key birds: Cyprus Pied Wheatear, Masked Shrike, ‘Cyprus’ Crossbill, ‘Cyprus’ Coal Tit, ‘Cyprus’ Jay,
‘Cyprus’ Short-toed Teecreeper. Slow descent back to Nata, via a back-road route, stopping off to explore
the charming foothill villages of Filousa, Arminou, Salamiou and Kelokedora. Key birds: Black-headed
Bunting, European Roller, European Bee-Eater, Chukar, Crested Lark, European Turtle Dove. Sunset veranda
drinks, home-cooked evening meal, followed more late evening owling around village. Key bird: Cyprus Scops
Owl.

Sat 6" May Early morning birding at Anarita, experiencing huge European Bee-eater passage, post overnight
storm. Key birds: Cyprus Warbler, Red-footed Falcon, Long-legged Buzzard, European Roller, European Bee-
Eater. Quick shopping run to Mandria, then leisurely breakfast in Nata. One hour early-afternoon drive to
Avakas Gorge, for hike through a dramatic water-sliced cleft in the scenic limestone hillside. Key birds:
Eastern Olivaceous Warbler, Icterine Warbler, European Bee-Eater. Back to Nata for olives and wine at
sunset, then home-cooked evening meal.

Sun 7™ May Hit the road early for two-hour drive to Nicosia, via breakfast sandwich stop. Park close to the
Ledra Crossing to North Nicosia, then enthralling morning exploring the fascinating labyrinth of back streets
and crumbling colonial facades of the Turkish sector of the island capital. View the classic historical landmarks
such as Buyuk Han and Selimiye Mosque, plus some fantastic bohemian street art, before lunch at Ledrahan.
Weather breaks and we return to car. Drive back south as far as the Rock of Aphrodite, for a short walk
beside blue Mediterranean waters, then return to Nata for sundown drinks and home-cooked evening meal.
Mon 8™ May Early morning birding Anarita, down to Asprokremmos Reservoir. Key birds: European Roller,
European Bee-Eater, Little Owl, Chukar, Long-legged Buzzard, Alpine Swift, Spotted Flycatcher. Leisurely
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https://www.airbnb.co.uk/rooms/655782598613264116?source_impression_id=p3_1683983795_MbVnB70PLCANg%2Byt
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https://www.airbnb.co.uk/rooms/655782598613264116?source_impression_id=p3_1683983795_MbVnB70PLCANg%2Byt
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breakfast in Nata. One hour drive to Akamas National Forest Park, for coastal loop hike through limestone
hillsides and via spectacular views down to the Blue Lagoon. Key Birds: Cyprus Pied Wheatear, European Bee-
Eater. Back to Nata for quick brush-up then short walk to Kyra Elousa for the ultimate in authentic Cypriot
dining experience. No menu, you eat what is cooked on the day, very little English spoken; brilliant evening!
Numerous Cyprus Scops Owls serenade us on our dark and rather wobbly walk back to Nata.

Tue 9*" May Pre-breakfast birding around Nata village, relaxed breakfast, then slow scenic drive upslope to
Kelefos. Key birds: Cyprus Wheatear, European Turtle Dove, Long-legged Buzzard, Cretzschmar’s Bunting.
Hike the excellent trail between the Kelefos and Elia medieval bridges, through butterfly and flower-filled
Calabrian Pine forests. Key birds: ‘Cyprus’ Coal Tit, ‘Cyprus’ Jay. Drive back to Nata in time for final sunset
wine and olives, then last home-cooked haloumi dinner.

Wed 10" May Early morning birding at Kelokedra, in a beautiful foothill maquis landscape just fifteen
minutes’ drive west of Nata. Key birds: Cyprus Warbler, Cyprus Wheatear, Cretzschmar’s Bunting, European
Turtle Dove. Final leisurely breakfast then check out of Nata AirBnB. Ten minute drive to Episkopi, for scenic
loop hike through river valley and hillsides. Drop down to Agia Barbara Lagoons for midafternoon dragonfly
search. Key birds: Little Bittern, Squacco Heron, Black-crowned Night Heron, Whiskered Tern. Early evening
meal at Vitro L’Osteria, Paphos. Return hire car and check in for Jet2 return flight to EMA, arriving 00.30 next
morning.

Map of Key Sites Visited (Nicosia omitted to permit larger scale)
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https://restaurantguru.com/Kyra-Eleousa-Nata-Limassol
https://vitro-osteria.com/
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When

We essentially timed our trip to take advantage of an additional 2023 UK Bank Holiday. This was a little late
for the main Eastern Mediterranean migratory period, but did provide somewhat warmer weather and a
chance of seeing a larger selection of dragonfly species. In terms of finding the endemic birds, Cyprus Scops
Owl is considered ‘mainly or almost exclusively’ a resident, with peak vocalising periods March to June; birds
are rarely heard post July. Cyprus Warbler is described as a partial migrant, with a wintering population
moving to the northern and western flanks of the Red Sea in late September or early October. Birds return
to their breeding grounds in late February and early March. Cyprus Warblers were very vocal during the time
of our early May visit, making me surmise that they had already raised a first brood. Cyprus Wheatear is a
summer visitor, thought to winter in Sudan, Ethiopia and Chad. The main spring arrival is stated as late March,
with departure generally occurring late August through September.

How

Jet2 proved to be a fine budget carrier for our flight from the UK. Hire car was sourced from Sixt, via Kayak,
in the form of an excellent VW Golf; an SUV is not required on the generally very good roads. 1001 km
covered in a week.

Navigation between sites was done by pre-downloaded Google Maps. Although the distances covered are
not great, the impact of the winding roads means that journeys may take longer than expected; you cannot
rush around the interior of the island. Maps.me, again with pre-downloaded maps, proved to be totally
invaluable in following the many walking trails we enjoyed.

Our Nata AirBnB was superbly equipped and excellently located for accessing key birding sites and other
walking/sightseeing attractions, with two of the island’s three endemic bird species seen within sight of the
accommodation! Published bird information was sourced almost exclusively from the invaluable eBird
recording network. Credit to my good friend Chris Hubbard for up-to-date bird news and also to Chris
Lamsdell for additional Odonata site information.

Finally, in the face of global warming and the known impacts of air travel upon climate change, | would urge
anyone undertaking journeys such as the one described above to consider carbon offsetting via the excellent
scheme hosted by the World Land Trust.

Notes on Key Target Bird Species and Local Specialties Recorded (E = Endemic species to Cyprus, ESS =
Endemic subspecies to Cyprus)

European Turtle Dove Streptopelia turtur turtur

This heavily hunted species was depressingly absent from almost all of the sites visited, however it is worthy
of mention that it was seen and heard in double figures along the Xeropotamos Valley, east of Nata, including
the area up to Kelokedra as per the Cyprus Warbler waypoint below; the former area is signed as a ‘no
hunting zone’.

Long-legged Buzzard Buteo rufinus rufinus
Five birds seen over three days of the trip in widely scattered locations.

Cyprus Scops Owl E Otus cyprius
The bird which drew me to Cyprus, following its split from Eurasian Scops Owl in 2019. Literature states that
Cyprus Scops owl inhabits ‘more or less wooded habitat at all elevations, up to 1,900m... including cultivated
areas, and parks and gardens in towns and villages’; it really is a generalist species which should occur pretty
much everywhere on the island.

Pre-trip research showed that visiting birders were drawn to traditional sites, however my own experience
confirms that it is a genuinely numerous and widespread species in any suitably semi-wooded habitat. On
the first evening at our Nata village accommodation, 03/05/23, a calling bird was heard from our house and
photographed soon afterwards at 34.777967, 32.568982. Two other birds heard. On 05/05/23 another bird
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was photographed at 34.780408, 32.566647; six birds heard on this evening, in the close vicinity of Nata
village. On 08/05/23 a total of five birds were heard on the walk back from our meal at Kyra Elousa. Note
that there were no previous eBird records in the immediate area of Nata.

Although no other areas were visited after dark, the habitat in which the above birds were recorded was a
modified agricultural landscape (and even village margins), representative of huge tracts of Cyprus, but still
held a good population. In light of these observations | would encourage future observers to simply try for
this species close to home, where they would seem unlikely to be disappointed!

European Roller and European Bee-eater, Anarita; Cyprus Scops Owl, Nata,; Red-footed Falcon, Anarita

European Roller Coracias garrulus garrulus
Seen daily at various localities, maximum of five birds in one day. It was difficult to ascertain whether resident
or migrant birds were involved, though numbers would suggest that most were likely to be the latter.

European Bee-eater Merops apiaster
Seen or heard daily, with significant passage noted between 06/05/23 and 08/05/23, c2000 birds being
recorded passing north in the course of the former date.
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Red-footed Falcon Falco vespertinus
Single first-summer male bird passed north over Anarita on 06/05/23, pausing for a short while to hunt from
overhead wires.

Masked Shrike Lanius nubicus
This attractive East Mediterranean specialty was easily seen in the Troodos Black Pine forests, with eight
birds recorded on 05/05/23.

Eurasian Jay, Coal Tit, female Red Crossbill, Short-toed Treecreeper, Troodos

Eurasian Jay ESS Garrulus glandarius glaszneri
The endemic subspecies is a pine forest specialist. Four seen at Kelefos Bridge on 04/05/23 and six seen at
Troodos on 05/05/23.

Coal Tit ESS Periparus ater cypriotes

The endemic subspecies is a pine forest specialist, and rather distinctive in plumage, showing an extensive
black bib. c6 seen at Kelefos Bridge on 04/05/23, c30 seen at Troodos on 05/05/23 and c6 seen at Kelefos
Bridge on 09/05/23. Coal Tit was the most commonly encountered species in the Black Pine forests.

Eastern Olivaceous Warbler /duna pallida elaeica
Heard at Avakas Gorge on 06/05/23 and Episkopi on 10/05/23.

)
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Cyprus Warbler E Curruca melanothorax

Singing male at Anarita on 04/05/23 and 06/05/23, location 34.759686, 32.530750. Two singing males and
two accompanying females at Kelokedra on 10/05/23, location 34.800909, 32.618908. It should be noted
that Sardinian Warbler is a very common species in its favored tall maquis habitat, and the very similar songs
mean that other Cyprus Warblers may have been overlooked elsewhere. Although classed as a species of
‘Least Concern’ by Birdlife International and noted in literature as ‘common to very common in suitable
habitat’, few visiting birders seem to record more than a handful.

Short-toed Treecreeper ESS Certhia brachydactyla dorotheae

The endemic subspecies is a pine forest specialist. One seen at Kelefos Bridge on 04/05/23 and two seen at
Troodos on 05/05/23. Best views of a territorial bird were close to the Atalante Trailhead car park, Troodos,
34.924769, 32.880873.

Male Cyprus Warbler, Anarita and Kelokedra; male Cyprus Wheatear Anarita, female Nata

Cyprus Wheatear Oenanthe cypriaca

Seen daily, with a surprisingly high maximum of ¢25 in one day on 05/05/25. Regularly recorded at the
roadside, on prominent perches, Cyprus Wheatear was noted in virtually every habitat visited. It was seen
from lowland coastal maquis right up to the Troodos Black Pine forests. A pair was feeding young in a nest
hole in a the wall of a building in the central village square of Nata, at the time of our visit, evidencing
acceptance of even suburban habitats!

Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra guillemardi

The guillemardi race, often confusingly referred to as ‘Cyprus’ Crossbill, is also found in the eastern Balkans,
Turkey, Crimea and Caucasus. Only recorded in the Troodos Black Pine forests, where several parties were
heard but just four birds seen. Best views were of a party of three birds, a female and two juveniles, which
were watched feeding beside the Atalante Trailhead car park, Troodos. Location 34.924465, 32.881407.
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Cretzschmar's Bunting Emberiza caesia

This impressive East Mediterranean specialty was only seen on two days, a single male en route to Troodos
on 05/05/23 and six birds seen in rocky hillside and maquis habitat at Kelokedra on 10/05/23. Location
34.800909, 32.618908, with birds noted between here and a point approximately 1 km uphill/east from this
waypoint.

Black-headed Bunting Emberiza melanocephala
Just one singing male seen, on the journey back from Troodos to Nata on 05/05/23. It was located in the dry
chalky vineyard-dominated uplands, west of Vasa.

Male Cretzschmar's Bunting, Kelokedra, male Black-headed Bunting, Vasa
Notes on Mammal Species Recorded

Cape Hare Lepus capensis
One seen early morning in the Xeropotamos Valley, just east of Nata, on 10/05/23.

Long-eared Hedgehog Hemiechinus auratus
Sadly just three road casualties noted, all in the Nata/Paphos region.

Notes on Reptile and Amphibian Species Recorded

Cyprus Water Frog Pelophylex cypriensis
€20 at Avakas Gorge on 06/05/23. This species was first described as recently as 2012.

Starred Agama Laudakia stellio cypriaca
Seen daily, in various sizes, maximum count c30 in a day on 08/05/23. Easiest to view early and late in the
day, when basking on rocks and logs, the large and colourful dominant males are very impressive.

Kotschy’s Gecko Hemiechinus auratus
Only two seen, a single at Anarita on 08/05/23 and another at Kelefos Bridge on 04/05/23.

Snake-eyed Skink Ablepharus budaki budaki
A single seen at Kelefos Bridge on 09/05/23.

Spiny-footed Lizard Acanthodactylus schreiberi schreiberi
A single seen close to the coast, below Avakas Gorge, on 06/05/23.
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Kotschy’s Gecko, Anarita; Snake-eyed Lizard, Rock of Aphrodite; Troodos Zizard, Nata (in our AirBnB garden!);
Starred Agama, Nata

Snake-eyed Lizard Ophisops elegans schlueteri
Seen daily, maximum count c100 in a day on 08/05/23, where it was particularly numerous at Akamas
National Forest Park.

Troodos Lizard Phoenicolacerta troodica
Recorded with certainty on both visits to Kelefos Bridge, with a maximum count of ¢30, and also in the garden
of our Nata accommaodation; likely to have been overlooked elsewhere.
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Large Whip Snake Hemiechinus auratus
One en route back from Kelefos Bridge on 04/05/23, one at Anarita on 08/05/23.

Notes on Odonata Species Recorded

Epaulet Skimmer and Indigo Dropwing, Xeropotamos River; Small Pincertail, Agia Barbara

Common Winter Damselfly Sympecma fusca
c20 tenerals at the Agia Barbara lagoons on 10/05/23, location 34.75614, 32.509568.

Banded Demoiselle Calopteryx splendens
A handful seen on Ezousas River, just east of Eposkopi, on 10/05/23. Location 34.797386, 32.52958.

Odalisque Epallage fatime

c6 on the Diarizos River at Kelefos Bridge on 04/05/23 (location 34.889857, 32.747199), c20 seen on the
stream issuing from Avakas Gorge on 06/05/23, c10 at various locations on the Ezousas River, just east of
Eposkopi, on 10/05/23.

Common Bluetail /schnura elegans
c100 at the Agia Barbara lagoons on 10/05/23, location 34.75614, 32.509568.

Lesser Emperor Anax parthenope
Single male seen at the Agia Barbara lagoons on 10/05/23, location 34.75614, 32.509568.
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Small Pincertail Onychogomphus forcipatus
Two tenerals seen close to the Agia Barbara lagoons on 10/05/23, location 34.75614, 32.509568.

Southern Skimmer Orthetrum brunneum
One male close to the Ezousas River, just east of Eposkopi, on 10/05/23.

Epaulet Skimmer Orthetrum chrysostigma
A male on the Xeropotamos River on 09/05/23, location 34.803106, 32.608818 and a teneral female in the
forest close to the Kelefos Bridge on 09/05/23.

Common Darter Sympetrum striolatum
c30 tenerals at the Agia Barbara lagoons on 10/05/23, location 34.75614, 32.509568.

Southern Darter Sympetrum meridionale
€100 tenerals at the Agia Barbara lagoons on 10/05/23, location 34.75614, 32.509568.

Broad Scarlet Crocothemis erythraea
6 at the Agia Barbara lagoons on 10/05/23, location 34.75614, 32.509568.

Violet Dropwing Trithemis annulata
c30 at the Agia Barbara lagoons on 10/05/23, location 34.75614, 32.509568.

Indigo Dropwing Trithemis festiva
Two on the Xeropotamos River on 09/05/23, location 34.803106, 32.608818. c10 at various locations on
the Ezousas River, just east of Eposkopi, on 10/05/23.

Southern Darter and Violet Dropwing, Agia Barbara; Odalisque, Ezousas River; Common Winter Damselfly,
Agia Barbara
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List of Lepidoptera Species Recorded

Swallowtail Papilio machaon

Clouded Yellow Colias crocea (image right)
Painted Lady Vanessa cardui

Cyprus Grayling Hipparchia cypriensis

White-banded Grayling Pseudochazara anthelea acamanthis

Cyprus Meadow Brown Maniola cypricola
Wall Brown Lasiommata megera

Paphos Blue Glaucopsyche paphos
Common Blue Polyommatus icarus
Brown Argus Aricia agestis

Mallow Skipper Carcharodus alceae
Lulworth Skipper Thymelicus acteon

Pale Shoulder Acontia lucida

Bordered Straw Heliothis peltigera

Other Notable Invertebrates Recorded

Owl Fly Libelloides macaronius (image right)
Freshwater Crab Potamon ibericum

Orchid Species Recorded

Bug Orchid Anacamptis coriophora

Holy Orchid Anacamptis sancta

Violet Bird’s Nest Orchid Limodorum abortivum
Pyramidal Orchid Anacamptis pyramidalis
Bergon’s Orchid Serapias bergonii

lan Merrill, Leicestershire, UK. May 2023.
i.merrill@btopenworld.com

Black Pine forest on the Atalante Trail, Troodos Mountains; Nicosia, Turkish side of the Ledra Crossing ; Avakas

Gorge
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