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Birdwatching in North Cyprus is becoming 
increasingly popular. Environmentalist Robin 
Snape explains.

n summer the arid climate may seem inhospitable, 
but throughout the year this little island has plenty 
to offer to birds and “birders” alike. In spring 
the scrublands, forests, plains and wetlands are 
brimming with life after our wet winters and over 
70 species are able to raise their young in these 
biodiverse habitats. 

In fact, two of  our regular breeders, the Cyprus 
warbler and Cyprus wheatear, are endemic to 
Cyprus, i.e. they can only found breeding on the 
island. Not only does this make Cyprus instantly 
important for bird conservation as Europe’s only 
designated Endemic Bird Area, but it makes the 
island a very attractive destination to those birders 
globally, whose one pursuit in life is to tick off  
each and every species.

And whilst birders are here in pursuit of  endemics, 
opportunities for them to stumble upon other 
birds on their “to do” list are plentiful. 
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For much of  the year, Cyprus hosts 200 passage 
migrant species, some of  them very rare. They 
use our island as a fuelling station as they pass 
to and from their breeding grounds stretching 
from the Turkish coast to the high Arctic, and 
their wintering grounds in the Middle East and 
throughout Africa. Our temperate winters also 
attract 90 winter visitors, flocking to Cyprus to 
escape the cold. 

In spring migrants travelling north funnel into the 
Karpaz peninsula where they become increasingly 
concentrated before making their next sea crossing 
to continental Europe and Russia. At this time 
migrating raptors such as red-footed falcon are 
often seen in flocks whilst across the island, 
temporary shallow wetlands provide perfect stop-
over habitats for migrants like bittern, night heron, 
crakes, ducks and waders. 

Black Francolin
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The Kanli Dere waterway is used to irrigate crops 
on the Mesaoria Plain throughout the summer, 
producing a green oasis which attracts birds 
from the surrounding parched land and provides 
nesting habitat for spur-winged plover and roller. 
Meanwhile, Famagusta freshwater lake is the only 
place on Cyprus where you can see glossy ibis, 
cattle egret and squacco herons nesting. 

From August through October birds heading 
south continue to make use of  the water offered 
by the Kanli Dere system, where anything can 
rock up. An autumn morning at the Koruçam 
lighthouse will yield sightings of  hundreds of  
egrets and other water birds as they round the 
cape in droves on their way south, whilst the 
surrounding coastal scrubland is packed with 
warblers, wheatears, shrikes and flycatchers 
stocking up on insects and berries. 



Right now, passage migrants and summer visitors 
have left the island but are being replaced with 
another spectrum of  wintering species that will 
sit out the European winter here with us. These 
include the stunning greater flamingo which 
winters at seasonal wetlands around Famagusta 
and the bluethroat, a gem of  a bird found 
wintering in reed beds. 

A host of  impressive resident birds are here 
throughout year including the endangered Bonelli’s 
eagle which builds lofty eyries in the Kyrenia 
Mountain range, black francolin, a ground bird 
whose population in Cyprus is the only population 
in the EU and the blue rock thrush, a stunning 
and prominent slate blue thrush that nests in 
mountainous crags.   
     

Bonellı's Eagal Red-footed Falcon

 www.livingmagazinecyprus.com  55

LEISURE



In 2010, the North Cyprus Society for Protection 
of  Birds (KUSKOR), was awakened from 
dormancy by an EU grant to map out the most 
Important Bird Areas in North Cyprus for 
Birdlife International’s global network of  priority 
conservation areas (IBA’s).

Through KUSKOR we have been undertaking 
regular guided birding trips since 2010 as a 
group of  volunteers. Apart from being a lot of  
fun, these trips aim to raise funds for the NGO 
whilst increasing local capacity to record birds. 

We also established an online forum where local 
birders and photographers are able to share 
their observations and we encourage wildlife 
photography such as the work of  Baris Saydam 
who captured the impressive images in this 
article. We also undertake workshops with local 
communities and give classes to school children. 

We have a way to go, however, to turn the 
tables against the decline facing the majority 
of  Cyprus’s bird species. The adult male 
Turkish Cypriot population are largely hunters.                   

Bluethroat

Spur-winged Plovers



Although the majority of  them are nature lovers 
at heart, the damage done in terms of  disturbance 
alone is immeasurable and shooting at wetlands 
continues to drive birds away despite regulation 
against it. Also it is frightening that the illegal 
trapping of  birds remains completely unquantified.
 
Increasing development, use of  pesticides, poisons 
and general land use are all poorly controlled. 
NGOs such as KUSKOR have spurts of  life when 
there are funds. But bringing about lasting change 
requires a long-term strategic approach. Without 
economic support this is difficult to sustain and 
because of  the political isolation of  North Cyprus, 
KUSKOR is excluded from the international 
partnership of  bird protection organisations, such 
as Birdlife International, which reports on the 
status of  birds worldwide and targets investment 
accordingly.  

Encouragingly though, a community of  young 
Turkish Cypriot wildlife photographers is 
expanding across social media sites where they 
share their images and these represent a growing 

environmental lobby that could one day begin 
to rival hunting.   Ecotourism projects are being 
encouraged and where development projects 
threaten the resource they depend upon, Cyprus’s 
natural beauty, we have seen strong public 
reactions influencing major decisions. 

We believe that investment in ecotourism is one 
way to provide for sustainable habitat protection 
in North Cyprus and this autumn we established 
a small enterprise called Cyprus Wildlife and 
Ecology and began to undertake private birding 
day-trips. 

In 2013 we hope to secure funds to enlarge the 
business in order to bring niche birding clientele 
to rural areas of  North Cyprus on bird watching 
holidays. You can get onto one of  the monthly 
day-trips we undertake with KUSKOR on the first 
Saturday of  each month or book a private tour 
with Cyprus Wildlife and Ecology at your own 
leisure. 

Robin Snape and Damla Beton, 
Cyprus Wildlife and Ecology

Email: cypruswildlifeecology@gmail.com
Phone: 0542 881 3750
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