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Before getting into the birds, a brief note about the way this report is structured. This is not a
conventional, day-by-day account. Instead, it is deliberately arranged more like a puzzle, with the
pieces built around selected target species i the Caucasus Big 5 birds, together with a number of
other highlights that made the trip successful. My intention is to keep things relatively concise, saving
both my time and, hopefully, that of the reader, while focusing on the encounters that stood out most
to us i inevitably, from our own subjective perspective. Other species, unexpected observations and
small stories naturally find their way into the narrative along the way.

For the complete picture, the full annotated list of birds and other wildlife can be found at the
end of the report.

A few words about the tour itself are also in order. It was organized for our old Belgian
friends, for most of whom this was already their third visit to our region, although there were a few
new faces in the group. On their previous trip (see the earlier report), we visited more or less the
same regions and birding hotspots. As will become clear from the species accounts below, these are
among the principal spring birding and wildlife sites of Georgia and the Caucasus.

Finally, | would like to dedicate a few words to Patrick Hermans, who initiated this tour but
was ultimately unable to join us because of a sudden deterioration in his health. | wish him a full
recovery, a speedy rehabilitation, and many long, happy years surrounded by his beautiful big family.

We managed to find this elegant bird on all three days of our stay in Kazbegi, and without too
much effort. Most of our observations came from the upper reaches of the Kuro Gorge. We would be
scanning the slopes in search of Caucasian Snowcocks when, almost incidentally, a Caucasian
Grouse would appear in the field of view.

Most of the birds we encountered were males. Their darker plumage and distinctive shape
undoubtedly helped, as did their tendency to perch in fairly predictable positions along the edges of
the hills. Females were seen from time to time, but were much harder to pick out among landscape.
Their brown plumage features remarkably effective camouflage.

It was one of those pleasant birding situations where a target species seems to materialize
almost as a by-product of looking for something else.
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Caucasian Snowcock

The iconic Caucasian Snowcock was one of the easiest birds to connect with during our
time in Kazbegi. The Kuro Gorge was alive with their calls. Birds were singing from practically every
direction, and although the birds themselves were extraordinarily well camouflaged against the rocky
slopes, their voices gave away their presence. At times, our group was watching two, and
occasionally three, different pairs simultaneously, each occupying a different slope or section of the
gorge.

During our final visit, the entire group spent around 40 minutes watching one pair feeding
relatively low down. Matthew, our groupmate, stood nearby throughout, quietly photographing. Only
later did we discover that he had been photographing a different pair, one that was even lower and
closer to us. The photographs revealed an astonishing amount of detail. Perhaps it is not quite so
obvious on the images themselves, but through the scope the birds were breathtakingly clear.

And, of course, the Snowcocks were only one part of the story. Around the viewpoint we
were surrounded by many other cool species, from Alpine Accentors to White-winged
Snowfinches . The site was superb not only for eminent endemic chickens, but for a whole range of
mountain birds, while the panoramic scenery alone would have justified the visit.

The ubiquitous herd of East Caucasian Tur was another constant presence. One adult male,
in particular, spent two consecutive days lying almost motionless on a rocky ledge. There was only
one sign of life: his jaws were constantly moving as he calmly chewed away at whatever vegetation
he had found. A remarkably relaxed mountain giant.
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Black Francolin

Such a smart bird, and such a fantastic setting. We found a bunch of Black Francolins at
different times of day around the Dali Reservoir in the Chachuna Nature Reserve. Yet numbers
alone were not what made this encounter memorable. The scene that stayed with all of us involved a
male and female perched together atop a narrow post, after the female joined the male, drawn in by
his song. Somehow, they had managed to squeeze themselves onto its tiny surface, perhaps no
more than 10-15 centimeters across, sitting almost in an embrace. It was an image that refused to
leave the mind. The male was singing, almost in synchrony with several other males calling from
different corners of the surrounding fields. The birds seemed completely unconcerned by our
presence, while we stood quietly watching, hardly daring to move.

Every now and then, there was even a difficult decision to make: continue watching the
Francolins, or turn around for a moment and follow several Menetries's Warblers flittering in the
wild pistachio bushes behind us.

Then came the finale. As the sun began to disappear, a Black -winged Kite suddenly
appeared over the fields, hovering low in search of prey. It began its evening hunt just as we were
preparing to leave.
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This is, by the way, the second consecutive year in which | have seen Black -winged Kite in
this area during the breeding season, in addition to winter observations from the same area.

Some evenings simply refuse to end quietly.

2y *

c
[}
S
o}
2
S
5}
<
3}
n
>
Q
=
i
=
>
a8
=
s}
(&)
c
8
L
X
3}
s
)

www.birdingcaucasus.com info@birdingcaucasus.com



http://www.birdingcaucasus.com/
mailto:info@birdingcaucasus.com

Trip Report | Classic Georgia | 21 12 May 2026

( ) ssp.

Three pairs of these distinctive cranes were found on a small wetland along the road towards
Lake Khozapini, in southernmost Georgia near the Turkish border, in the Javakheti region.

The encounter was memorable for rather sad reasons. Unusually heavy rainfalls in the
season had pushed the water level dramatically higher than normal, leaving the nesting area largely
flooded. One female, driven by what could only be described as a powerful maternal instinct, was
still sitting desperately on a nest that was almost completely submerged.

One could only hope that the other pairs had fared better.

For many birders, Common Pheasant may not seem particularly exciting, and
understandably so, given how familiar the species is in many parts of Europe and the UK. Here,
however, we were looking at the genuine colchicus subspecies, the Caucasian Pheasant , which
gives the encounter an entirely different flavor.

We saw two individuals one morning near the small Kochebi Lake, close to the town of
Dedoplistsgaro i a complicated name translatedast h @u é e npiirggd S

The first was a handsome male, casually strolling along the roadside in the early morning.
We encountered him on our way towards the so-called Black Mountain on the edge of Vashlovani
National Park, where we had specifically gone in search of these birds.

The second male was considerably chunkier and was found in an open field beside the lake.
For several minutes he seemed almost to be performing for us, disappearing from view every now
and then before reappearing nearby, as though determined not to give us too much of a rest.

At the same time, several Green Warblers were frolicking in a tree behind us. We had not
encountered them in Kazbegi, where they seemed to have arrived rather late i presumably a
consequence of the poor weather further south and across the region.

Of course, the lake itself deserved a quick look. Nothing particularly extraordinary turned up,
but a few Black -winged Stilts and all four species of Grebes, including Red-necked, provided a
pleasant bonus.
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Bearded Vultures gave us some superb views in Kazbegi. The best encounters, however,
came from the Kuro Gorge, where several birds repeatedly swept past at surprisingly low altitude,
forcing more than one involuntary gasp from the group.

Egyptian Vultures were also encountered several times during the tour, mainly in eastern
Georgia, where the principal population occurs.

The most memorable encounter was also the strangest. In Eagle Gorge, two Egyptian
Vultures were sitting together on a rocky ledge, gently preening one another, and showing a true
love. Then, apparently from nowhere, a Black Stork arrived, landed right beside them and calmly
began preening its own feathers. It was such an odd little gathering that the scene felt almost
comical. Perhaps the Black Stork simply felt safe in the company of the Egyptian Vultures . Or
perhaps the three birds really were on friendly terms. After all, they were neighbors.

Griffon Vultures , meanwhile, were encountered almost every day, often several at a time.

Cinereous Vultures were much less obliging. Surprisingly, we saw them only once, in
eastern Georgia in the vicinity of Vashlovani National Park.

There was one curious omission from the tour. Despite spending three full days in eastern
Georgia, including essentially an entire day in the Chachuna Nature Reserve, we failed to encounter
an Eastern Imperial Eagle . Eventually, on the day we returned to Thilisi, we saw a single adult bird
near a nest, a beautiful bird. For ethical reasons, | cannot disclose the precise location.

Other large eagles were more cooperative. We encountered several Lesser Spotted Eagles
on different days, as well as several Steppe Eagles , including a number of migrating birds.

Golden Eagle was observed twice: once in southern Georgia, in Javakheti, and once in
Kazbegi. Predictably by now, the Kazbegi bird was seen from the Kuro Gorge.
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The days we spent in the north also coincided with a remarkable movement of European
Honey Buzzards . During one particularly productive period of roughly an hour to two, we estimated
at least 600 individuals, accompanied by numerous Steppe Buzzards . The weather, which was
otherwise rather unhelpful in some cases, turned out to be on our side. Low cloud and overcast
conditions around Kazbegi appeared to concentrate the migration and made the movement
particularly impressive. Sometimes bad weather makes good birding.
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Levant Sparrowhawk

At least two Levant Sparrowhawks were identified with confidence among the raptor
migration around Kazbegi.

On the day we left the mountains, we encountered another handsome male perched on a
rocky outcrop, not far from the place where we had come across several Chamois almost beside the
road. The Chamois had descended remarkably close to the river, apparently attracted by mineral-
rich salt deposits. Their proximity had caused a small traffic jam, with drivers stopping to take
photographs and videos on their phones.

But the best Levant Sparrowhawk encounter of the trip came later, at Ponichala Forest
Park. There, in the evening, a local male was hunting over an open field. Completely ignoring both
us and the people passing by, he sat on a low branch of a young tree, patiently watching the ground.
Then, without warning, he launched himself downwards and snatched something almost on the
wing. We never managed to identify the prey i perhaps an insect, perhaps a small lizard, as is often
the case, but the performance was repeated several times, right up until sunset. It was one of those
intimate little pieces of natural history that can easily become more memorable than a supposedly
rarer bird.
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Since Ponichala Forest Park has already been mentioned, it would be impossible not to say
something about the Woodpeckers. After all, they were the principal reason for visiting the site.

That morning produced a pair of Middle Spotted , one Lesser Spotted , at least five Syrian
and a couple of European Green Woodpeckers

A couple of days earlier, an ancient forest of Lagodekhi had delivered an equally enjoyable
selection: a very cooperative pair of Eurasian Wrynecks , a couple of Great Spotted Woodpeckers
and a huge Black Woodpecker , accompanied by several Icterine Warblers and a supporting cast
of more familiar woodland songbirds.

A modestly known colony of Lesser Kestrels occupies the area around the Dali Reservoir in
the Chachuna Nature Reserve. The birds were active and easy enough to watch.

Several perched birds gave us excellent views as they sat on the empty window frames of an
abandoned building, while others were constantly wheeling overhead in pursuit of dragonflies and,
occasionally, small rodents, as we witnessed one bird catch and devour.

A small colony, but a very enjoyable one to watch.
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Turkestan Short -toed Lark

There is always a certain surge of emotion when you finally find a Turkestan Short -toed
Lark. This is not simply because the species is relatively localized and particular about its habitat,
but also because it rarely occurs in large numbers, meaning that every encounter requires a degree
of patience, effort and persistence. Finding one among vast expanses of steppe is rewarding
enough: doing so in an area shared with several other Lark species makes the challenge all the
more interesting.

We were fortunate to enjoy excellent views of several birds near the Takhti Tepa mud
volcanoes. Unfortunately, we never actually reached the volcanoes themselves. Heavy rain had
completely washed away the road through one of the many ravines, making further progress
impossible. The birds, fortunately, were much more cooperative than the road.
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Wheatears were among the major highlights of the tour. Eastern Georgia was particularly
rewarding, with enough habitat diversity to give us the opportunity to encounter all the key species.

Isabelline Wheatears were abundant along the entire road towards the Chachuna Nature
Reserve, as well as inside the protected area itself.

Speaking of the road leading to the nature reserve, one cannot easily erase from memory the
scene of a Least Weasel leaping into a hole occupied, as it turned out, by a Small Five -toed
Jerboa . The weasel disturbed the rodent and then chased it around as it tried to take shelter in one
hole after another. The weasel then turned its attention to Isabelline Wheatears , but they proved
even more difficult to catch.

Pied Wheatears were encountered several times within the reserve, with another individual
found the following day around David Gareji Monastery.

Finding Fi nsc hés \Whsenattcamplicated. Although it required adding a few extra
kilometers to an already packed day, the detour proved worthwhile. We found a fine territorial male
that showed exceptionally well. In the same area, we also encountered several other species,
making it feel like a little gathering of different Wheatears that evening.

Black -eared Wheatears , by contrast, were much more obliging and appeared regularly in
several different regions.

The Wallcreeper was found at one of the most famous sites in the area: the Stepantsminda
dam. And there were two of them. What followed was a rather enjoyable exercise in positioning
ourselves at opposite ends of the bridge, as the birds repeatedly moved from one part of the
structure to another.

Watching Wallcreepers is rarely a passive experience. They have a remarkable talent for
making the observer work for every good view.
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On this occasion, however, the effort was thoroughly worthwhile.
Rufous -tailed Scrub Robin
The weather had done its best to disrupt the arrival of many summer migrants, but we were

still lucky enough to find a pair of Rufous -tailed Scrub Robins while exploring the scrub around the
Dali Reservoir.

We had also hoped to encounter Eastern Olivaceous and Eastern Orphean Warblers in
the same area, but they were nowhere to be found. The following day, however, David Gareji
delivered both species in style: two singing males, both showing beautifully.

Sometimes the birds simply need another day to get themselves organized.

Glldenstadt's Redstart and Great Rosefinch

These two species were among the birds we almost considered guaranteed in the sea-
buckthorn thickets around Stepantsminda.

On the first day we found only a few males of Guldenstadt's Redstart . The following day,
after the rain, everything changed. More than a dozen birds appeared, including several females.

The same sea-buckthorn bushes also held several Great Rosefinches . We were fortunate
with this species throughout the trip, encountering these charismatic birds at several different
locations. Even while watching Caucasian Snowcocks at the Kuro Gorge viewpoint, a male and
female Great Rosefinch landed in a nearby field and remained there for several minutes.

There was, however, one particularly memorable episode. On our first morning, we set out
for an early walk among the sea-buckthorn bushes. There were clearly no Great Rosefinches there.
Had there been, we would surely have heard them. Later, once the light had improved and a light
rain began to fall, we suddenly heard their characteristic calls high above us. We looked up. A small
group of Great Rosefinches was descending towards the top of a long, slender willow. Six birds
landed, most of them males.

At that point, any hope of returning for breakfast on time disappeared. But with such close
and beautiful views in front of us, nobody seemed particularly concerned.
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Guldenstadt's Redstart by Patrick Bosmans

Semicollared Flycatcher

Semicollared Flycatchers , normally rather elusive, proved surprisingly straightforward in the
Borjomi Central Park.

Later, we encountered another individual in Kazbegi during rainy day. It felt very much like a
brief, accidental visit, the sort of fleeting encounter that can disappear almost as quickly as it arrives.
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Common Rock Thrush

We had four separate encounters with Common Rock Thrushes , and each seemed better
than the previous one.

The first pair appeared on a hairpin bend opposite Vardzia. The second was found around
Lake Madatapa, in the Javakheti volcanic highlands.

The final two pairs were encountered in Kazbegi, including one particularly conspicuous and
cooperative pair nesting around the Kuro Gorge. They shared their little corner of the gorge with a
remarkable collection of other birds around them, including Common Cuckoo , Mountain
Chiffchaff , Ring Ouzel , Black Redstart , Whinchat , Northern Wheatear , Dunnock , Water Pipit ,
Twite , and Red-fronted Serin .

One of the more amusing sights came when we discovered two Eurasian Golden Orioles
perched on a transmission tower. It was an odd sight - something one would hardly expect to see
outside periods of stormy weather during migration, and another small reminder that birding rarely
follows the script.

But the story did not end there. Kazbegi produced another extraordinary observation: a Blue
Rock Thrush , a bird more typically associated with dry, rocky gorges.

Common Rock Thrush by Mathieu Schouteden
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Mountain Chiffchaff by Patrick Bosmans

A final word

As mentioned at the beginning, the full overview of the birds and other wildlife recorded
during the tour can be found in the attached annotated species checklist.

The locations may have been familiar to some of us from previous visits, but the Caucasus
has a way of rearranging the pieces every time. Different weather, different migration, different birds,
www.birdingcaucasus.com info@birdingcaucasus.com
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and suddenly the same country and the landscape tell a completely different story. And, of course,
there were the cozy, hospitable accommodations and the excellent, plentiful food, which added to
the enjoyment of the trip.

Thank you for taking the time to read this report, and | hope that, in some small way, it has

conveyed not only the birds we found, but also the atmosphere, surprises and little moments that
made this particular journey so enjoyable.
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