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The Secrets of Southern Albania 
Vultures and Illyrians 
A conservation tour with Balkan Tracks & PPNEA 

 

 

Day 1 – Arrival in Tirana 
Overnight on the Tirana outskirts  
  

Days 2 & 3: Adriatic Lagoons & Apollonia 
Narta lagoon and saltpans 
The ancient city of Apollonia 
Two nights by the beach 
  

Days 4 – 6: Home of Egyptian Vultures  
The mountains of south-central Albania 
Three nights by the ‘Silver Castle’ – Gjirokasta 
 

Day 7: Buthroton (today's Butrint) 
The gem of all archaeological sites, wedged  
between the sea and lagoons, opposite Corfu. 
One night in Butrint. 
 

Day 8 – Departure - Tirana or Corfu 
See EXTRAS at the end of this document 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Few people know that much about Albania. And fewer still have visited. Yet the Dalmatian 
pelicans on its Adriatic coastlines and the Mediterranean scrub awash with wildflowers will be 
familiar to anyone who has visited Croatia and Greece. 
 
The home of the ancient Illyrians and a stone's throw from Italy, the region was on the crossroads 
of the ancient Greek, Roman and Ottoman worlds. Magnificent settlements flourished, both on 
the coast amongst the golden jackal, and in the mountains where Egyptian vulture circle 
overhead. 

 
 

Walking pace: 
Relaxed – time to take it all in. 
 

Theme: 
Gentle walks around natural & 
cultural hotspots, led by an  
ecologist from PPNEA 

 

Dates: 
Sat. 25 April - Sat. 02 May 2020 
 

Group: 
4 – 6 
 

Cost: 
£1,645 + £100 sgl. sup. (land only) 
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Please note that the itinerary below is an accurate guide for each day. As with all such tours the 
weather can mean we have to move some activities around. We also try to meet as many local 
people as possible, but some have their own farms and working lives, and can occasionally need 
to re-arrange or cancel at the last minute. Still, if anything needs to change, it will be done to keep 
a balance of the nature-culture-conservation essence of the tour. 
 
 
A quick word on place names. You’ll often see them ending in –ë or –a, which denote the case in 
Albanian grammar. Websites in English can seem inconsistent, but often they’re copying the 
Albanian grammatical usage in that context, e.g. the village of Nartë OR the Narta Lagoon. 
 
 

 

Introduction  
With a PPNEA ecologist as your guide, this is a tour like no other through this unexplored country. 
A true tour of secrets.  
 
You’ll see a range of landscapes, from the Adriatic coast to 2,000m peaks, in and amongst a 
mosaic of agricultural fields, Mediterranean maquis, rocky outcrops and sparsely grazed 
meadows. And whilst people have lived in the plains and valleys for millennia, (WRITE something 
about Butrint and Gjirokasta) the rugged landscape formed natural borders between ancient and 
medieval tribes - areas which still feel wild today and are full of birds, insects and plants. 
 
Political events in the 20th century meant that Albania wasn’t only cut-off by its mountainous 
terrain and isolation was a double-edged sword; horrific for its human populace, but in some 
ways nature was spared the consequences of economic development in western Europe. The 21st 
century has seen Albania truly open up though – to visitors and also development – bringing with 
it another set of blessings and curses. No one is better placed than PPNEA to explain how all of 
these dynamics connect as you explore the natural and cultural wonders of this Balkan gem. 
 
 

How best to describe the tour? 
It’s a ramble through the landscapes and life of Southern Albania. We don’t rush the walks or 
visits, and there isn’t a checklist of species – no tick, tick, tick and then drive off to the next spot. 
Instead, whilst the professional and various local guides are not experts in everything, we’ll take 
the time for a deep look at every animal or plant that crosses our path. No stone is left unturned; 
whether it’s possibly sheltering a Balkan green lizard from the sun or it’s part of a 4,000-year-old 
ruin.  
 
Vultures or wall paintings, each day is packed full of new experiences, ready for friendly 
conversation over good food in the evenings. 
 
 
 

Day 1 – Saturday, 25 April 
Arrival 
 
Direct UK flights from Gatwick and Luton arrive in the evening. Christopher from Balkan Tracks 
will meet all flights at Tirana airport and transfer you to one of the hotels close to Tirana airport. 
Once everyone’s arrived, there will be the option of a light dinner (some flights get in at 23:00 
local time) and talk about the plan for the next day. 
 



Secrets of Southern Albania  Balkan Tracks & PPNEA 3 

If you’re interested to arrive in Tirana earlier, be it earlier that day or even a day or two before to 
see some of the city and its museums, then we’d be glad to help you with hotel and restaurant 
recommendations, plus what to do with 1 or 2 days in Tirana. Any advice is freely available, but 
we’d charge a small fee if you wish us to make any bookings on your behalf. 
 
BA from Gatwick arrives at 21:20 UK time or 23:20 local time 
WizzAir from Luton are currently scheduled to arrive at 20:05 UK time or 22:05 local time. Their 
new schedule for 2020 is released in September 2019. 
 
For those wishing to reduce their carbon footprint, here is how to arrive in Tirana by train and 
ferry from Italy – https://www.seat61.com/Albania.htm. 
 

 
 
Day 2 – Sunday, 26 April 
Apollonia and Narta 
 
We normally aim for breakfast at 07:30, but we’ll say 08:00 today. Mirjan Topi, PPNEA’s chief 
ornithologist, will join us and he’ll be our main guide for the trip. 
  
Today is a transfer day to our first base by the south of the Narta lagoon, but we’ll start things 
almost chronologically with a stop at the Apollonia archaeological park.  
 
‘Apollonia, this “great and magnificent city” (Magma urbs e mobilis), as Cicero describes it, dates 
from the 7th century BC. Stephanus of Byzantium defines it as “the first Illyrian city… and where 
afterward 200 Corinthian colonists, led by Gylax were sent”’. So where better to start our tour? 
 
As a base for Julius Caesar in the Civil Wars, he deeply appreciated the cultured atmosphere and 
highly regarded academy. So much so that he sent his adopted nephew, Octavian, to study here. 
And Octavian was in Apollonia when Caesar was Brutus-ly assassinated. After the ensuing 
conflicts, Octavian became the first Roman Emperor and, presumably as a sign of gratitude, he 
declared Apollonia as ‘Civitas libera et imunis’, which implies that the people were free to speak 
Greek, not Latin, could move freely and be exempted from taxations. 
 
Apollonia grew to be a fine city, with a theatre that could hold over 10,000 people, giving a sense 
of its size. We will be guided by a professional archaeologist, who’ll show us the parliament, 
Odeon, cisterns and acropolis of this fascinating site. We’ll finish at the excellent museum, after 
popping in to the 11th century church of St Mary, particularly interesting for its Armenian 
architecture – unusual in this part of the Balkans. The views, wildflowers and swallowtails around 
the site are also wonderful; ancient history buff or no, you won’t fail to be charmed by a walk 
here.  
 
(Source for Apollonia information is the book, ‘Apollonia of Illyria’, by Vangjel Dimo, whose son 
will be our guide for the morning) 
 
Apollonia was founded on a hill by the River Vjosa, which drains into the Adriatic not far away. 
After lunch, we’ll cross the river and begin our explorations of the Narta lagoon. The agricultural 
fields and smallholdings retain a mosaic long lost elsewhere in Europe, and we’ll no doubt enjoy 
a flurry of larks – sky, crested and calandra – as well as buntings and red-backed shrike.  
 
As we walk around the salt plains we’ll enjoy flamingos on one side and many times Dalmatian 
pelicans on the other – this is a wetland with fresh, brackish and saltwater habitats, with reed 
beds and marshlands. As we start the tour by the coast, with the warmer air, the first of spring’s 
butterflies and dragonflies should be on the wing, and we’ll hopefully have time to see something 

https://www.seat61.com/Albania.htm
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of the beach forest of Aleppo and Stone pine (Pinus halepensis and P. pinea) – a favourite place 
for hoopoe. 
 
There should be time to visit the four huge bunkers by the coast too, built during the Hoxha era. 
 
From here we’ll drive around to the south of the lagoon, where we’ll have dinner and stay for 
two nights, right on the beach, at Hotel Zvernec. It’s the perfect spot for nature lovers, who can 
be up before breakfast to take in a stroll and the early morning chorus. 
 
Dinner will be at a local restaurant near Narta, which also make wines from the indigenous local 

grape, Vlosh. You can read more about that at http://albanianwines.weebly.com/ 
 
 

 
Day 3 – Monday, 27 April 
Narta, Vlora and Jackals 
 
After breakfast overlooking the sea, we’ll explore the southern parts of the lagoon and its 
dramatic coastline.  The lagoon (42km2 / 16 sq mi – Lake Windermere is 14km2) is on the eastern 
shore of the Strait of Otranto, which separates the Adriatic from the Ionian Sea, and the lagoon 
itself is separated from the sea by a narrow strip and alluvial dune. The walk along the coastline 
with its saltmarsh, dunes and rocky shores, will provide us with some early “wows” as visitors 
wonder why people haven’t heard about travelling to Albania before. Shepherds tend their flocks 
along the beach and its forest, which is home to wildcat, fox and golden jackal.  
 
Providing he has time, we hope to have a local fisherman join us on the walk, and Mirjan will be 
able to translate any questions you may have about his life and work, that of his forefathers, and 
give us an insight into how things are changing for his profession as Albania prepares for entry to 
the EU. Then we will try to have an outdoor grill of his catch, by the coast. Should weather be 
unkind, we’ll decamp to a local restaurant. 
 
Within the lagoon, there are also two islands, the largest of which has a wooden footbridge to 
the mainland. If we have time we’ll walk across and see the 13th century monastery and walk in 
the woods – unlike the beach forest, the islands are covered in cypress and oak. 
 
Given its beauty and natural importance, the lagoon is within the boundaries of the Vjosa-Narta 
Protected Landscape and has been recognised as a Bird and Plant Area of international 
importance (194 species of bird and 1,400 vascular plants). Mirjan will also tell us all about the 
work of PPNEA and its partners for the Adriatic Migratory Bird Flyway. One of these two days 
we’ll be hoping to spot collared pratincole, Kentish plover, stone Curlew, little Tern and Caspian 
tern. 
 
In the late afternoon we’ll head to Vlora. Founded as an ancient Greek colony, it was for centuries 
a major trading port, notable for Albanians as the place where the declaration of independence 
from the Ottoman empire was signed in 1912, and so modern Albania’s first capital. We’ll visit 
the museum of independence before a drive down the coast for dinner near the village of 
Radhime.  
 
We’ll be a touch late back to the hotel tonight as Mirjan would like to take us for an evening’s 
golden jackal spotting. 
 

  

http://albanianwines.weebly.com/
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Day 4 – Tuesday, 28 April 
Byllis and Gjirokasta 
 
We’ll temporarily leave the coast this morning, for three days in the land of the Egyptian vulture. 
This is one of PPNEA’s flagship programmes, working with colleagues from across the Balkans to 
protect this very special bird. 
 
To get there we’ll drive east and follow the River Vjosa – considered to be Europe’s last, wild river. 
As it winds down from the Pindos mountains in northern Greece (where it is called the River 
Aoos), it is reassuringly free of the badly thought out hydropower plants that plight Balkan rivers. 
It’s a bit of a wonderland, actually. We’ll have eyes in the skies for the vultures and other raptors, 
in particular our first short-toed eagle. Craggy ravines mean that we’re also in rock thrush and 
rock nuthatch territory, so we’ll have our ears open for their calls. 
 
Our first stop will be the hilltop lookout over the Vjosa at which the Illyrians founded Byllis 
(although others claim it was founded by he of Pyrrhic victory fame – King Pyrrhus of Epirus 
himself). The city gates opened up to two ancient roads: one toward ancient Macedonia in the 
east; and the other south to Epirus and the oracle to Zeus at Dodoni, which the Bylliones were 
said to have consulted. 
 
And its theatre! The view from Apollonia’s theatre wasn’t bad at all, but this one is at another 
level. Literally. As Byllis is some 525m above sea level. More lizards will be sunning themselves 
on the ancient walls, no doubt amongst black-eared as well as northern wheatear. And here, on 
this plateau above the Vjosa, our raptor watching will continue. We’ll probably have a picnic lunch 
today, although we often allow a lot of flexibility with lunches, depending on what we’ve seen, 
the dynamic of a group and weather. 
 
After our stroll in Byllis, we’ll continue on to Gjirokasta, following the Vjosa until it meets the 
Drino. But before entering the city district, we’ll take a turn up, up and up into the mountains, 
climbing to a plateau high above the plains for lunch with some of the areas last remaining 
transhumance shepherds. Build your appetite during the day as it’ll be a lamb or goat from the 
shepherd’s flock. Worry not if you’re vegetarian – salads and meze aren’t an issue in the Balkans. 
We’ll make sure you’re catered for. 
 
A little walk may be in order to ease this late lunch, then we have a half hour drive until the clock 
tower of the silver castle comes into view. To best describe the UNESCO protected old town in 
which we’ll base ourselves, we’ll hand over to Albania’s greatest living writer and son of the city, 
Ismail Kadare: 
 
“It was a strange town, and seemed to have been cast up in the valley one winter’s night like some 
prehistoric creature that was now clawing its way up the mountainside. Everything in the city was 
old and made of stone, from the streets and fountains to the roofs of the sprawling age-old houses 
covered with grey slates like gigantic scales… It was a steep city, perhaps the steepest in the world, 
defying the laws of architecture and city planning. The top of one house might graze the 
foundation of another, and it was surely the only place in the world where if you slipped and fell 
in the street, you might well land on the roof or a house – a peculiarity known most intimately to 
drinks. In some places you could walk down the street, stretch out your arm, and hang your hat 
on a minaret. Many things in it were simply bizarre, and others seemed to belong in a dream.”  
Ismail Kadare, Chronicle in Stone, 1971. 
 
After a full day around the Vjosa and Byllis, we’ll settle in and possibly have a light dinner at a 
traditional tavern in one of the cobbled streets near Hotel Kastro (or similar) – our 
accommodation for the next three nights. 
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Day 5 – Wednesday, 29 April 
Egyptian vulture feeding station 
 
Our first stop of the day will be at PPNEA’s new vulture feeding station, which forms a large part 
of Mirjan’s working life these past few years. There are maybe just 7 remaining breeding pairs 
of the bird in Albania, and 45 in total across the Balkans, so this international project was set up 
to strengthen the Balkan population as a whole. Its implemented by the Bulgarian Society for 
the Protection of Birds – BirdLife’s Bulgarian partner – and a network of other organisations in 
the southern Balkans, Middle East and Africa. It’s not nearly enough just to feed these 
magnificent creatures, but the station is a great place for us to see them (fingers crossed – you 
can never guarantee they’ll feed right when you take a group there, but we hope to see them 
locally in the skies around) and meet representatives from the local park authorities and a 
shepherd to learn more about the bird and the threats that the project seeks to resolve. We’ll 
be on the watch for more short-toed eagle and also Montagu’s harrier in the plains around the 
Drino. 
 
We’ll then take a gentle walk above the feeding station and the Drino valley to visit a tekke. This 
is a Turkish term for a building where Sufi activities, such as teaching, rituals, and worship, occur. 
The religious landscape in Albania is as interesting as the natural, with four major groups: 
Catholic and Orthodox Christians, Sunni Muslims, and Bektashis. The tekke belongs to the last of 
these, which is little known outside the region. 
 
It is beyond us here to adequately describe the Bektashi Order, but in simplistic terms they follow 
a branch of Shia Islam named after their founder, a 13th-century saint and mystic, Haji Bektash 
Veli. It is an Islamic Sufi order, with dervishes living in houses or lodges known as tekkes, each 
headed by a superior, a baba. The tekke still functions and a solitary dervish is in residence. 
When possible, we stop for a coffee here, although at the very least we’ll walk to admire the 
gardens and superb views. 
 
For lunch there’s an option of visiting the village of Sotira, under the pines of Sotira. It’s not too 
far from the tekke and Gjirokastra, but it’s one of those trips we play by ear, depending on 
energy levels. 
 
As we’re halfway through the tour, we’ll return to the hotel after lunch and give people the 
option to relax, put their feet-up or explore the Old Town themselves. For those who are game 
though, Mirjan and Chris will be joined by a local guide, who will take you on a walking tour of 
their city and around the famous castle – Gjirokasta means ‘Silver Castle’ – which has caught the 
eye of travellers since the Grand Tour days of Lord Byron and Edward Lear. The town is equally 
famous for its traditional bazaar area and the vernacular tower houses described by Kadare, one 
of which we’ll visit, to see how the other half lived in the prosperous mercantile era of 19th 
century Ottoman Albania. There are other delightful churches, mosques and ethnographic 
museums to visit, but as ever, we keep a sauntering pace and won’t try to pack too much in. 
 
By 6-ish we’ll all reconvene for dinner, again somewhere in the Old Town. 
 

 
Day 6 – Thursday, 30 April 
The Canyon 
 
Today is one of spectacular scenery as we explore one of Europe’s most impressive yet unknown 
canyons. Unlike its reasonably famous cousin, Vikos, over in Greece, the villages around Nivica 
remain largely isolated and have just re-appeared on the map with the recent addition of a new 
road. None of this matters to the Egyptian vulture, and if we didn’t enjoy fine views of them 
yesterday, we hope to see them at home here. 
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We’ll first leave the minibus by the river as we jump into 4x4s and climb up over the canyon to 
begin a day of gentle walks amongst the shepherds, beekeepers, castles and pagan temples. The 
views can’t be described here and photos can’t really give you a sense of scale. It’s phenomenal.  
 
So long as all goes to plan, a local family that PPNEA work with on the vulture project will invite 
us into their yard and host us for lunch. Should something arise (as it occasionally does), they’ll 
provide us with a solid picnic for our walks. 
 
On our way back to Gjirokasta, we’ll stop by another PPNEA project – a popular white stork atop 
an electricity pylon. Opposite a roadside bar, Mirjan will introduce us to locals who were crushed 
when the nest was destroyed, but elated in 2019 when PPNEA and the electricity company 
rebuilt it. A fine story, which goes down even better with a local raki. 
 
 
 

Day 7 – Friday, 01 May 
Butrint 
 
Leaving behind the mountains and river valleys of Gjirokasta, we return to the Ionian, where we 
save Chris’s favourite place in the Balkans to last – Butrint. Well, definitely top three, as the ‘top 
three’ changes with the seasons and who’s asking! 
 
A lagoon complex like Narta, the cherries on top of Butrint are the views over to Corfu and the 
incredibly well-preserved ruins of Buthroton / Buthrotum.  
 
The morning, lunch and early afternoon will be spent in various different spots around the 
lagoon and its neighbouring lake. As nature tourism hasn’t really taken off in Albania, we’ll most 
likely be walking on our own again in this national park. If it was a Friday in May in a national 
park in northern Europe, you might struggle to park your car. Well, no one really visits these 
national parks, so there aren’t any car parks. Mirjan will take us to his favourite spots around 
the shores, reed beds, scrub and field margins, on the look out for a second chance at birds we 
saw back in Narta - short-toed lark, tawny pipit, black-headed bunting, yellow wagtail feldegg, 
red-backed and woodchat shrike. And he also knows a local co-operative that puts together 
packed lunches for visitors to the archaeology site as there aren’t really any taverns around. 
 
We might check-in to our hotel, Livia, which is next to the archaeology site, and maybe take an 
hour’s break if it’s warm. Leaving the ruins and museum for a bit later in the afternoon is no bad 
thing as this is one place that does see a few visitors. Sometimes one can get lucky and see the 
museum first, then stay in the park a bit longer than 5pm, once everyone else has gotten back 
on their buses. Walking around the theatre, baptistery and grand basilica with only the birds for 
company will leave a lasting impression. Especially if we see one of the Scops owls. 
 
 

 
Day 8 – Saturday, 02 May 

Tirana or Corfu? 
 
Guests have a choice today – whether to return to Tirana with Mirjan and Chris, or to sail over 
the strait to Corfu. Before deciding, have in mind that you may need to fly back to the same 
airport if you left your car there. 
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Corfu 
For those who haven’t been, Corfu town is a sublime collection of ancient, Venetian and British 
architecture, with a feel unlike Greece’s other islands. Indeed, it has the country’s only cricket 
field. After our gallivant together around southern Albania, you could check in to the relaxing 
Hotel Arion and enjoy another two days in the Med. If you’d like to do this, we offer an extension 
here, with a ticket for the 30-minute ferry and bed and breakfast at the Arion. You’re then free 
to explore and dine at will, before a taxi to the airport on Monday morning. 
 
Alternatively, we could arrange the above, but why not stay on in Corfu for a few more days? 
The north east of Corfu, which was home to the Durrell family, remains a walker and nature 
lover’s paradise. We’d be happy to advise you on some options here and could help with booking 
a car. 
 
 
Tirana 
If you didn’t arrive in Tirana a day before the trip, you may wish to do so after, and we offer a 
one-night extension here. 
 
But if you choose to return home today, we will have you back in Tirana by 20:00, in time for 
flights to London Gatwick and Luton after 22:00. 
 
Still, we have to get back to Tirana from Butrint, and that involves some stops worth mentioning. 
Driving north, we’ll first arrive at Ali Pasha’s castle at Porto Palermo. An unusual triangular 
fortress, its nestled in a glorious bay, opposite a secret Soviet submarine base. 
 
From there we drive along the coast and then go up and up and up to the Llogora Pass. The 
views, as everywhere in Albania, are spectacular. Then once in this large forest we’ll stop for a 
picnic lunch and a walk, hopefully to see a few woodland species that may have evaded us so 
far. 
 
Travelling on, we may visit another fortress, this time close to the delta of the River Shkumbin, 
but w’ll see how the time goes and who’s getting what flight later because we’d love to finish 
the trip in one of Tirana, and Albania’s, best restaurants 
 
Then it’s back to Tirana Airport and journey’s end. 
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