
GEORGIA – Endemics of the Caucasian Hills and lowland steppe
Birds, mammals & breathtaking landscapes 
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The following is a detailed Trip Report of our April 2019 Georgia tour. For daily species list please contact us at ecotoursgabororban@gmail.com and cancuninfo@gmail.com 
Most of the bird pictures in this material were made during this tour by Andy Featherstone and a few bird pics, landscape and other pictures were made by leaders, Gabor Orban and Andrea Katona. 
Fact File
- 9-day-long birding holiday with some mammals and breathtaking landscapes
- start and finish in Tbilisi, Georgia
- using 3 accommodations, plus nights before and after tour in Tbilisi
-the tour was similar to our websignup itinerary with Vardzia area and Javakheti Upland
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Griffon Vultures were in good numbers in the air above the hills
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Highlights
-visiting different protected areas conserving Caucasian wildlife

-wide variety of undisturbed habitats and wildlife, ranging from steppes, lakes & marshes through beautiful valleys up to canyons at impressive mountain ranges
-many truly Caucasian bird species in good numbers, great photo opportunities

-slopes covered by carpets of Gentians, Primulas, Irises and Orchids

-scenic rural countryside, great nature & culture experience
-ancient villages with monasteries, proud and friendly local people and excellent food
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Accommodation
3 nights at Kazbegi NP, Tergi Valley; 2 nights at Chachuna Nature Reserve

3 night at Vardzia; Before and after the tour most of us had 1-1 nights at Tbilisi

Activity level & weather

Timing was perfect and we were very lucky with the weather, we had crystal clear weather most of the time. In the mountain mornings were chilly, but without wind it was tolerable. On the plains sometimes it was hot, but dry, so again it was not bad at all. We used a 4x4 minivan, so walks were short, still of course even a short stroll above 2000m can be demanding.
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Detailed day by day description of the tour and observations:
Day0 20April Saturday

The group members arrived early morning to Tbilisi, so they had a chance to look around a bit in the old town and also visited a monastery.

Gabor and Andi just arrived back to Hungary from Costa Rica, they quickly went down to their Kondor Ecolodge to pick up the most important things for leading tours for a month long continuously on the road, starting with Georgia and another two tours in Belarus. Midday they started from Budapest and then through Istambul they arrived next early morning to Tbilisi.

Day1 21April Sunday
The group was picked up after breakfast and then Gabor and Andrea joined soon after 2,5 hours sleep. It was a little bit rainy in Tbilisi, but not much after we left the city it looked more promising towards the hilly region. Perhaps that is why at our very first stop alongside the road we had a constant flow of raptors. The first group consisted of Steppe Buzzards, but later on we got Hen Harrier, several Steppe Eagles, a Lesser Spotted Eagle and Booted Eagle. Hooded Crows and Black Kites were around as well. 
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A juvenile Golden Eagle showed us it's mirrors on the wings, gave a good comparison with an adult flying nearby. We found one Honey Buzzard among the next large kettle of Steppe Buzzards and Nika saw a Montague's Harrier as well, but that remained a leader only bird today. Surely more than a hundred raptors passed within a vary short period of time. We even had our first Eurasian Griffon Vultures, 4 just here. 
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We spotted our first Red-breasted Flycatcher on a tiny bush. Andi spotted Common Swifts, while Andy found Lesser Whitethroat. This was also the place where we had a small group of Long-tailed Tits. Winter Wren was singing loud, but was a bit challenging to get a good view. This was quite incredibly successful stop actually simply alongside the road at a public bus stop.

We stopped at a good roadside restaurant where we ordered some good local soups to warm up followed by the first fulfilling Georgian main dishes. We were high enough to have snow around and Yellow-billed/Alpine Choughs were new for all group members here.
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Later on as we were negotiating the curvy mountain road we had 2 Horned Larks just at the edge of the road. Unfortunately we could not really step out of the car, it would have been too dangerous.

On the other hand at another hairpin we could stop safely and we walked a bit on a dirt road. We heard Mountain Chiffchaff here, some members of the group managed to see it as well, but for a real observation of this species by everybody we had wait another day. On the other hand we all could watch a lovely Peregrine Falcon perched on a cliff. Black Redstart, Blackbird and Winter Wren was around as well.
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We also stopped at a huge rock surface which looked like as an ideal Wallcreeper Wall. Gabor and Andi confirmed that it is actually the site where they always stop for Wallcreepers with their groups, but this time we were not lucky. Perhaps it was because of the extremely strong wind which actually blew off a large size bat from its roosting site!

We still managed to see various species including Dunnock, Goldfinch, Twite, Common and Black Redstart, Eurasian Blackbird and Ring Ouzel.

Eurasian Jay was seen here and it was great to have Red-billed Choughs here. A few Common Ravens were aroound as well. We also had Eurasian Siskin and European Greenfinch here.

Our final stop Was alongside a river where we found Common Sandpipers, White Wagtails and a few raptors above the hill, including Griffon Vulture, Steppe Buzzard and Eurasian Kestrel.

All in all it was a great first birding day, not just a simple transfer for sure. We arrived in time to our mountain accommodation to get our rooms, prepare for the dinner and make our list.

We discussed the plan for tomorrow and then tried to catch up with some sleep we we missed for a while now.
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Day2

 22April Monday 
Before breakfast we went out at 7 and drove shortly to the feet of the hill where we had a short walk. It was cold, but not too bad without wind. The first bird was a Ring Ouzel, but pretty soon Gabor found an even more interesting bird, a regional endemic Greater Spotted Rosefinch. We all managed to enjoy excellent view of that amazing bird, males and females as well.  We also had Water Pipit, Dunnock and several Black Redstarts.

We met with 5 young Polish birders who started the day earlier, heard, but not seen Caucasian Snowcock.

Around 8.30 we felt it is time to warm up, so we returned to our accommodation. Finally we got the access to the hot water in the restaurant so pretty soon we enjoyed a cup of coffee or tea followed by the extensive breakfast.

We ventured out again around 9.30 and since it seemed clearer we decided to drive up to a high elevation valley to look for Caucasian Snowcock. We met another small group of birders at the edge of the valley. Pretty soon we heard the strange, curlew-like call of this unique bird. Not much later we found the first bird and a bit later another one. We had perfect views through the scopes, so we could see how they search food and there was a bit of courting activity as well. We witnessed another couple to fly across.

Later we drove down to a bushy, scrubby area to look for Güldenstadt's Redstart. Although we could not find that here, we had about 20 Great Spotted Rosefinches, Water Pipits, Black Redstarts and Bullfinches.

We also visited a trashed area which was full with Black Kites and a few Ring Ouzels were around as well.
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Finally we went to the small city park where Common Treecreeper was new, plus a few Coal Tits as well.

Since there was a popular demand we visited a wine shop where Chris and Barbara selected a couple of nice local wines. When they got the news from Gabor that at our next accommodation there won't be any shopping possibility they immediately doubled the ordered amount just to be on the safe side.
So finally we turned back to our accommodation to have a lovely, filling lunch.

After 3 when we went out before we could get in the car we were stopped by Red-fronted Serins. There was also Great tit, Blue tit, Blackbird and Brambling around.

So finally when we drove out, seen Mistle Thrush from the van and also a Griffon Vulture.
We stopped at a dam where strangely enough the first bird we saw was a lovely Wallcreeper on the wall of the dam. Everybody had a great view of it and Andy managed to take a good shot even during flight. We had a great selection wagtails, starting with a Gray wagtail, White Wagtail and Western Yellow wagtail's Blue-headed subspecies, M.f. flava.
We also had Water Pipit and a lonely Barn Swallow struggling in the cold wind.

We went further alongside a rocky dirt road and stopped at a bushy area where we had a fantastic view of 3 male Güldenstadt's Redstart with a male Great Spotted Rosefinch, all close to each other like on a surreal birding painting.
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Wallcreeper
We got out and we watched many of this beautiful regional endemic birds. Andy again managed to take some excellent photos as well. After a while we all agreed without hesitation to retreat our steps and warm up at our accommodation. Before we left we also spotted 2 Griffon Vultures above the towering hill.
We had a very successful day so happily planned the last full day birding in this area for tomorrow.
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Day3

 23April Tuesday

We sticked to the routine to go out at 7 and have breakfast at 9a.m.

Well, we had such a beautiful clear morning that we could see not just all the surrounding hills and peaks but we already found the first Caucasian Black Grouse from the garden of our accommodation. A Sparrowhawk flew across quickly followed by a Hooded Crow. We decided to go for a short drive to a nearby valley to look for closer views of Grouses. During the way we had seen Eurasian Jay and Black Kite.

Weather was crystal clear and sunny, the but we still needed all layers of course.
When we arrived to the nearby valley we started to scan the slopes. Not much later Barbara spotted 2 male Caucasian Black Grouses on a snowy slope. We all had great views of these parading birds. We had White Wagtails and Water Pipits around us. Then we had a Wallcreeper, again not properly on a wall, but simply alongside the river on a rock, resting and later feeding.
Later we found another group of grouses, at this time on the opposite hillside without snow. This group consisted 2 males and one female. We also witnessed them to fly to a new place where the males started to feed busily, not so much interested in the female.

A group of Ravens were around as well, but it was too early for raptor activity.

On the way back we stopped at the Wallcreeper wall, but only Andy was ready to leave the van, all other members of the group opted to stay in the warm van. Although we had no Wallcreeper here Andy managed to get excellent shots of Red-billed Chough.
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As we were driving back we saw from the van a raptor flying in front of a cliff and for a second we thought it was a Lammergeier but when we stopped we realized it was Griffon Vulture. As we stepped out from the van there was a lovely male Bullfinch waiting for us on a tree and we had some Bramblings a bit further away.

We went straight to the dining room and had a great breakfast with a choice of hot and cold plates and even dessert. It nicely warmed us up and it was fun to see the sun making the clouds retreat so we could admire all the surrounding snow covered hills. The first raptors started to circle, mainly Steppe Buzzards.

Around 10 we were ready to go out again.
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Red-billed Chough
We drove towards the Russian border and stopped at a valley which is a nesting site for Griffon Vultures. Soon we had 8 Griffons circling around. A bit later we had Sparrowhawk and Eurasian or Common Kestrel around as well. Andy found a Dipper down at the river. As we drove higher up we were surrounded by Northern Wheatears. Large flocks of Yellow-billed/Alpine Choughs flew around. We stopped at a mountain lake surrounded by tall reeds. It was too early for reedbirds but a local Rana species already laid down hundreds of eggs.

We went further through a long tunnel to another area. Here we stopped very close to the Russian border at a sunny area. We had 2 Grey Wagtails at a stream and Gabor also found a Marsh Tit. There was quite strong migration activity, but the raptors were too high in the air to observe without having a neck-braking feeling, so we decided to visit another spot. On the way we almost laminated a bird on the road which turned out to be a Rock Bunting. New bird for the tour.

Our final stop before lunch was at a bigger mountain lake where we made a nice circle walk around it. The first new bird here was a Red-throated Pipit among several Water Pipits. 2 Mistle Thrushes flew across and later we found Güldenstadt's Redstart. The next big surprise was found by Andi, a hopping Rufous Bush-Robin. Unfortunately not everybody managed to see it, so we tried hard to call it out but without success. We saw a large flock of Yellow-billed/Alpine Choughs flying around. Alongside the water frogs were busy mating or laying eggs. As we were about to finish the circle we got Common Sandpiper, another Dipper, several White Wagtails and one Yellow Wagtail, blue-headed form. The last new bird for the morning was not a mega rarity but a Mallard.

We drove back to have a lunch which again was extremely good and much more than what we possibly could finish. 

After lunch we had a little time to relax and prepare for the afternoon when we planned to drive up to a locally famous Trinity monastery for some more birding. We were really amazed that since last year they changed the previously quite horrendous dirt road with an amazingly good tarmac road. Well, there were some freshly fallen trees and some rock to avoid, but otherwise it was a relatively easy drive up apart from the traffic. The first bird was of course a Water Pipit. But then we had a Griffon Vulture flying towards us so close that we felt we could touch it. Surely it was closer than 15 meters! We saw some other raptors in bigger distance such as Black Kites, Steppe Buzzards and even a Marsh Harrier. Nika found another large group of Caucasian Thurs. 
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Mountain Chiffchaff
As we came down we stopped at a side valley where 4 Red-fronted Serins flew around us. Later Gabor spotted a Mountain Chiffchaff while Nike found more Caucasian Thurs. We stopped further down at a small patch of wood in hope to find the first woodpecker. But perhaps because of the sudden strong wind there was no anykind of bird activity apart from a Gray Wagtail and a Hooded Crow.

So there was a strong pressure to revisit the wine shop to improve our stock and secure a cork screwer since next day we were about to move to a very remote area without shopping possibilities.

We returned to our accommodation, but since it was still sunny we had time to go out a bit. Since Andi always missed the Great Spotted Rosefinch before we decided to revisit a place where we had a good chance for it. As we stepped out of the van and walked just about 50 meters Gabor pointed out a male Great Spotted Rosefinch beautifully posing in the last bit of sunshine. So we had excellent views and Andy made some perfect shots.

Finally we returned happily and prepared for our last dinner here which again proved to be excellent with great variety of food from a creamy soup through a stew, mushrooms and pizza till dessert. So we decided to eat first and did the list afterwards.
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Day4

24 April Wednesday 

Today we changed the usual routine a little bit, skipping the birding together and have the breakfast at 8. Those who went out before had seen Eurasian Hoopoe, Serin, Blackbird, Mistle Thrush and Lesser Whitefront. During breakfast Nika fixed all the luggages on the top of the van and soon we were ready to leave.

We had a sparkling clean day with spectacular panoramic views of the snow-covered hills around as we were driving down. We stopped a few times just for a better views of Horned Larks; we managed to get them at least three times. We also stopped at a huge monument of the Russian-Georgian Friendship which also served as a lookout point. It was very windy and chilly, so we did not stay too long. Still we have managed up close view of Red-billed Chough and Eurasian Kestrel, plus of course Water Pipits were around as well.

Much further down we stopped at a cafeteria and visited a hillside forest to look for Semicollared Flycatcher and other songbirds. We found first Greenfinch, Great Tit, Blue Tit and Chaffinch.  Andi found a Semicollared Flycatcher which was seen also by Barbara and Dael. We all saw Coal Tit and after that part of the group went further, others opted out and chose instead to drink a good cappuccino. 
Later on we stopped again for some birding at a huge sandstone wall. The bushy area with some scattered trees are ideal for birds migrating through. The very first bird was actually a lovely Red-breasted Flycatcher and later on it turned out that it was the most common bird here indeed. We found some Great Tits, Blue Tits, Blackbirds. Eurasian Jay made an alarm call, perhaps because a Peregrine Falcon flew above the ridge. We found a Willow Warbler and saw some Steppe Buzzards as well. The last bird we had was a male Common Redstart which is far more less common actually than Black Redstart.
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Our next major stop was at a good local restaurant. We got so much food that we surely could not cope with it. It was hard to decide what was the best: the eggplant stuffed with walnut cream, fried fish with a nice sauce, lamb cooked with tarragon or the giant dumplings stuffed with cooked lamb meet. We surely could invite some more people to finish all this.

We still had about 200 kms ahead, so before 3pm continued our way.

During travelling we saw from the van Montague's Harrier, Hooded Crow and Magpie. There were also 2 Griffon Vultures in the air at one point.
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We stopped at another place where most of the people thought we broke the journey because there was a wine shop, but actually we checked out a Semicollared Flycatcher's nest. We saw instead a few Eurasian Nuthatches, another Red-breasted Flycatcher and a Willow Warbler. For a short period of time we had sunshine and rain at the same time. Just before we left this place a crazy policeman almost caused a mass accident.

We drove through a rolling country with extensive vineyards. These are the fields which produce most of the famous Georgian wine. Just before we left the last vineyards behind we stopped at a picnic site where everybody had a perfect view of a male Semicollared Flycatcher. It posed so well that it became obvious why it got its name. 
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Another nice surprise was a Tree Pipit which was also photographed nicely by Andy. Some of us saw an Eurasian Hoopoe as well. It was a quick but successful stop. We decided to return here a few days later when we leave Chachuna Reserve.
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In the town of Dedoplitskaro we filled up the tank and also stopped at a local shop to boost up our water, beer, fruit reserves.

It was after 6.30pm when we finally reached the dirt road on which we still had to go further more than 30 kms. It is quite a bad road, but offers excellent birding along. We had not too much time, but of course we stopped if there was something new, such as a Corn Bunting or Crested Lark. 
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We also had beautiful view of a Little Owl sunbathing on the edge of an old bridge. We also found Calandra Larks regularly and once a Montague's Harrier.

Another great finding by Nika was a Saker Falcon on a wireless electrical post. Another post had two Jackdaws.

After 7.30pm the sun started to go down behind the distant hills and we were happy to hear that we were just about to arrive to our rural accommodation.

At the same time as we witnessed the sunset we caught a glimpse a reservoir and we knew we arrived. We sorted out the rooms and soon after assembled to have our first really great supper.

Day5

25 April Thursday 

In the morning we had coffee and tea and then we walked out towards the dam.

We had loads of House Martins, Barn Swallows, Crested Larks around. There were a few Hoopoes around as well. A Black-eared Wheatear posed beautifully and there were Tree Sparrows, Goldfinches and Greenfinches were abundant.
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At a distance we had a Black Stork and we also spotted a Black-necked Grebe. It was easier to see 2 Great Crested Grebes. We spent a little time with identifying a group of Greater Scaups since they were quite further away. Barbara found 2 Ruffs much closer at the bank.
Nika put the scope on a White-tailed Eagle on its nest and in the meantime we witnessed Marsh Harriers' food exchange above the reeds just in front of us.
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Suddenly one of the calling male Black Francolins came out in the open so we had fantastic view before it disappeared in the grass again.

A beautiful Woodchat Shrike was admired by everyone and we had our second Purple Heron here. Magpies, Starlings and Jays were in good numbers.
As we went further we saw our first Black or Cinereous Vulture. A Little Ringed Plower was so close that we all could see very well it's yellow eyering. We identified another 2 raptors, one was a Common Buzzard while the other an Imperial Eagle.
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A group of Eurasian Bee-eaters flew across with their cheerful call and finally we returned to have our breakfast at 9 and we drove out at 10am.
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We had again a very smart Woodchat Shrike. Loads of House Martins flew around. We also saw a distant Lesser Kestrel. Driving a bit further we stopped a bit further and walked first a bit uphill alongside a line of trees and bushes in hope of finding some warblers and other songbirds. It seemed that most of the migrants still has not arrived. 
We saw a few Black-eared and Isabelline Wheatears and finally Gabor pointed out a Menetries's Warbler. We played the song very shortly and the bird performed a display flight in front of us. Everybody had an excellent view and this was followed by a flight show of a few Bee-eaters. 
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Later on we walked towards a huge ravine where first we found a Rock Nuthatch's nest but later we found the birds as well. Andy even managed to photograph the birds going in and out of the nest. Common Kestrels sat at the edge of the wall. We found Caucasian Agama and a large Tortoise as well. We heard shortly a Nightjar from the bottom of the ravine, Nika even volunteered to go down and search it, but unfortunately we were not lucky with it. Black-eared Wheathear showed itself very well on the other hand. 
We drove further on the road, stopped when a group of Linnets were bathing in the middle of the road. We got out to search Stone Curlew and some more larks, but found Ruddy Shellduck instead.

Later at another spot we had a Skylark and a Lesser Short-toed Lark. The latter one actually displayed nicely.
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Our last stop before driving back for lunch was at an elevated point beside the reservoir. From here we could check out the birds all over around us. We heard Black Francolin again how it never came out into the open. We checked out the Greater Scaups again, had Whiskered Tern and several Magpies around. The best bird here was a dark morph of Booted Eagle which we managed to observe for quite a while.

The lunch was great as always and we had a little rest before we ventured out again.

During the afternoon first we wanted to visit a riverside gallery forest. But our first stop was even before because we noticed a Black Francolin very close to the road. It turned out that this male was walking along with a female and offered many times excellent views for everybody. Andy took some superb photos as well. A bit later on we parked and we found the Francolins again, plus a Menetries's Warbler as well.
During the walk alongside the river we heard Green Woodpecker, Penduline Tit, Syrian Woodpecker, but we not managed to see them. A few times we had a short glimpse of Common Kingfisher. We also found footprints of Wildboar, Racoon and Golden Jackal.

Later on Nika negotiated some really steep and rolling roads alongside the reservoir where we stopped at an elevation. From here we could check out birds at and around the water. We had Great Cormorants, one Black Stork among the Grey Herons and an egret which was so far that we could not tell wether it was Little or Cattle.
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Alongside the road we also had a new Wheatear in the form of Pied Wheatear. We admired a Skylark really high up and as we followed it we found a few huge raptors incredibly far away, probably Griffon Vultures. Apart from the Crested Larks, Hooded Crows, Magpies and Wheatears the area was quite silent.
We returned by 6pm, so anyone who wanted  to have a shower before dinner had a chance. A few of us decided to go out a little bit more and we found several wheatears, plus a nicely posing Little Owl. We added two new species to the tour list, one was Syrian Woodpecker and the other was Ortolan Bunting.

We arrived back in time for dinner which consisted again 3 courses. After eating we discussed the plan for the next day and went to bed.

Day6

26 April Friday

At 6.30 we had the coffee and tee with a little cake and soon we walked out full with energy. It seamed quite quiet but occasionally we heard a Black Francolin. Gabor pointed out a Menetries's Warbler, which he called over for photography. At a small pond Moorhen was new and Barbara found Kingfisher as well. There were actually two, one successfully caught a small fish. We had a view of a White-tailed Eagle sitting on its nest. Andy saw a bird in a huge distance on a tree and Gabor put the scope and identified as Syrian Woodpecker. It allowed a view for everybody, however it was quite distant. Finally we walked back to our base. On the way back we had more Crested Larks, Barn Swallows and a Hoopoe.
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After breakfast before 10 we drove out first passing the dam and the Lesser Kestrels. The next bird was Black-eared Wheatear.  The next bird caused a bit of confusion since some of us called it a male Common Redstart while others insisted it was a Linnet. Soon we realized it was because we were concentrating on two different but nearby bushes. The next bird was new for the tour, a very tame Meadow Pipit. In the meantime Nika spotted a White-tailed Eagle. Crested Larks, Hooded Crows an Magpies were abundant.
A bit further Andy pointed out 2 Ruddy Schellducks. There were several Isabelline Wheatears around. We just left a sheep barn with a fearsome sepherd dog when we encountered a Long-legged Buzzard. First it flew away, but soon it landed.
We drove closer to a rocky hill and then walked a bit. Right at the beginning we saw 2 Chukars running up to the edge of a mound, posing a little bit and then disappeared. Soon we put the scope on a nice Black-eared Wheatear. We climbed up on a ridge but before we reached the top a Saker Falcon flew out of the view very quickly. But we were compensated by 3 Long-legged Buzzards flying around, one of them even displayed. We also spotted a Blue Rock Thrush. 
A nice adult Imperial Eagle circled around for a while and we had Alpine Swifts in the air as well. Gabor put the scope on a lovely Woodchat Shrike and later we retreated our steps.
As we were driving away we passed Rock Sparrows and we also stopped at a beautiful male Linnet.
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We drove down to the edge of the lake where we tried to learn about how to distinguish Herring Gull and Yellow-legged Gull. There were a few Black-winged Stilts and Nika found a Greenshank as well. Among the Gray Herons there were 3 Little Egrets. The 4 Ruddy Shellducks really stood out from the crowd. We heard a strange call in which we were not sure to whom it belonged, so we did a little expedition. Finally we determined that it was a cricket making a noise something between a call of Nightjar and a Grashopper Warbler.

During the walk back we found a snake, Coluber jabularis which Nika caught and showed to everyone. We saw briefly a Great Egret and 2 White-tailed Eagle as well.

During the drive back the most important findings were Ortolan Buntings and Rock Sparrows, both offering good sight for all members of the group.

Another Long-legged Buzzard offered excellent views and all the other birds on the way back we had before.

We arrived back in a way that we had time to prepare for lunch which we had at the usual 2 o'clock time. 

During the afternoon we were heading towards the mud volcanoes and other post volcanic activities. But before we could get in the van we witnessed how one Imperial Eagle tried to steal a snake from the other. This gave us a fantastic flight show and attracted another 2 Griffon Vultures as well. 10 minutes later we started a long, bumpy journey to an area which is famous for its post volcanic activities. Was interesting to see that almost each mud volcano had different colors depending on what layers they had to brake through.
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We saw a Red Fox which despite its name was actually totally grey.

A bit further from a ridge we saw several Cinereous and Griffon Vultures. One Griffon flew very close, reminding us the experience we had in the Kazbegi Mnt.

One Cinereous Vulture we saw even in the nest on a tree.
We had an extremely close and cooperative Wood Lark which tried all the bushes and trees around us and sang its head off.

We also found Menetries's warbler and Lesser WhiteThroat and from time to time some Bee-eaters flew around as well.

On the way back we had Red Fox again twice. We had a few larks around the road as well and once when we stopped to check them we saw Short-toed Larks mating.

Another even bigger surprise was when we suddenly flushed 3 Black-bellied Sand Grouses. Soon Nika saw another very exciting species. But it was so much against of the sun and relatively far away as well that we could not be sure that it was Bimaculated Lark or just the usual Calandra Lark.

We had again a Little Owl, perhaps the same what we had on the way out. The last birds we noted were Long-legged Buzzard and 2 Ortolan Buntings.

Day7

27 April Saturday

We had our hot drinks at 6.30 and went out for an hour long walk afterwards. It was very silent so apart from Barn Swallos and House Martins we have not seen too much for a while. Suddenly four Jays crossed above our heads. We picked up Menetries's Warbler and Lesser Whitethroat. Had Linnets, Greenfinches and Goldfinches. There were of course Magpies and Crested Larks around. We heard several Hoopoes and had loads of Common Starlings and Tree Sparrows around.
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Day7

27 April Saturday

We had our hot drinks at 6.30 and went out for an hour long walk afterwards. It was very silent so apart from Barn Swallos and House Martins we have not seen too much for a while. Suddenly four Jays crossed above our heads. We picked up Menetries's Warbler and Lesser Whitethroat. Had Linnets, Greenfinches and Goldfinches. There were of course Magpies and Crested Larks around. We heard several Hoopoes and had loads of Common Starlings and Tree Sparrows around.

We had our breakfast, packed everything in or on the van and said goodbye to our very kind hosts.

We hit the dirt road before 10am. The first lovely bird which made us stop was Woodchat Shrike. Andy also managed to photograph Calandra Larks. Then Gabor found a circling Imperial Eagle and as we were driving further another one sitting just 50 meters away from the road on a rock. We could see all the details on this majestic bird before it flew off.
Another interesting sight was a Little Owl and a Hoopoe on the same tree staring each other, causing crest rising excitement of the Hoopoe.
Later on we had another raptor flying around a small hill and it turned out to be a Short-toed Snake Eagle which was new for the trip. We still have not run out of raptors since soon we found Long-legged Buzzard.
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Perhaps the nicest site was a Monastery on a huge rock with an Eagle Owl nest nearby. It was a great example for having Nature and Culture side by side. For a short period of time we have managed to see not just the adult bird, but one of the chicks as well.

Then just when we got in the van we had to jump out again because 2 Egyptian Vultures were circling around.
As we left we were promted to stop again by 2 Ortolan Buntings posing on a rock. We also checked a large field for Demoiselle Cranes, but without success.

We also checked out a nearby lake but we have not found even a single bird apart from a Corn Bunting on a bush.
 

From this point we started our long journey West first towards Tbilisi and then forward to Vardzia, our next base.

We stopped at a petrol station to fill up our tank and soon at another one in hope that this time the restroom will work.

We made a short, about 10 kms long detour to another lake in hope to find some more birds with even a chance for Demoiselle Crane. But we had to find that water level was lower than usual and apart from a Greenshank and a Ruddy Schellduck there was nothing around. We drove up on another ridge to look down and we checked another lake as well, but that was empty. First we found a Long-legged Buzzard and later a very attractive, slender male Pallid Harrier. We really enjoyed following every movement of this rare bird so witnessed when it caught a small prey and also when it was just resting on the slope.
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We said goodbye to this area with watching Skylark and 2 Ortolan Buntings.

Nika negotiated the dirt track back to the main road and then we continued until we reached a restaurant along the road.

We had again a really tasty lunch and although we tried hard we could not finish all the food. So not just the chicken bones but some other good parts landed in front of the numerous dogs around our table. Andi and Gabor favored the Vizsla since she had Hungarian origin as well.

We had still a long way to go, so we left before 3. Traffic was quite strong and drivers were pushy on the highway and on smaller roads as well, so we had seen some hair raising events. We broke the journey at a modern shopping center where we stretched our legs. We found some further medicine for Andi. During the last bit of the journey we travelled alongside a beautiful river valley. We stopped a couple of times at petrol station, then to fix the luggage on the rooftop and also at a a marshy area where we had 2 Kingfishers, White Wagtail and Hooded Crow, but nothing else.

We arrived quite late, get the rooms, washed our hands and went down for a dinner. We were not able to finish all the meal, but surely we finished the wine.

Discussed the plan for tomorrow after completing the daily birdlist for today.

Around 10 we finished the day quite exhaustedly after the long travelling day.
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Day8


28 April Sunday

We met at 7, saw in the garden Syrian Woodpecker, Black redstart and Tree Sparrow. Heard as well a Rock Nuthatch.

We drove out to a nearby lake and we spent a bit more than an hour checking out all corners of it. The first exciting bird was found by Dael, a Water Rail, which is generally hard to see. It offered excellent view however not for long.
After this we heard a warbler which we identified as Cetti's Warbler. With a little bit of effort we managed to have perfect views of this small bird. We also heard Sedge Warbler.
A bit later on a Purple Heron flew across and those who missed it got a second chance when it later came back again, offering even better photo opportunities. Also we saw a Hoopoe landing on the slope.

After finishing the circle around the lake we returned to our accommodation and soon we enjoyed an excellent breakfast from 9am.
Around 10 we drove out shortly to Vardzia which is again a perfect example for an excellent Nature and Culture combination. The more than 600 carved dwellings included not just some houses, but it had churches and other communal buildings as well. It was a flourishing center for centuries during the Middle Ages until the Persian forces destroyed and looted most of it.

For us it was also an excellent birding site.
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Woodchat Shrike
Eurasian Crag Martins and House Martins were around in large numbers. One of the most exciting species here was Eastern Rock Nuthatch, which we could tell apart from Western not just by its bit bigger size and longer, wider black eye stripe, but also by its different song.

At one of the first dwellings we witnessed a very strange moment, a strange interaction between two species: a male Tree Sparrow dragged out a House Martin from its nest and occupied it. Later on the same Tree Sparrow came out and started to patrol the area and went against anybody flew too close to its newly occupied home.

We had a stunning male Black-eared Wheatear on one of the tourist information signs. Black Redstart and Goldfinch was around. Barbara found a Raven building its nest and soon we had a nice Booted Eagle as well. We witnessed a male Blue Rock Thrush display flying around and we had some other males as well. Suddenly we heard Golden Jackals calling, tried to find them, but without success.

We sat down, Gabor told different stories and suddenly first a Black Redstart sat out and started to sing and then a Rock Bunting arrived as well. They were about 6 meters away! The next bird was a Linnet. Finally we started to wander down in the same way. We saw again Blue Rock Thrush and heard another Rock Bunting.

We went bit higher on the other side where first we heard Kuiper's Nuthatch and Great Spotted Woodpecker. There were several Goldfinches and we also found Common Redstart and Rock Bunting.
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We continued on a dirt road higher up and after several dozens of hairpin turns we reached an upland. There were plenty of Goldfinches and a few Ortolan Buntings and Barn Swallows around. We drove a little bit further till a planted pine forest where we had Coal Tits and Great Tit. We tried Kuiper's Nuthatch here as well, but without success. Gabor suddenly found a Levant's Sparrow-hawk which unfortunately continuously flew away. But we were rewarded by excellent views of a Booted Eagle as well.

As we were descending from the top we had Linnets, then a Rock Sparrow and also a Whinchat.

We were quite late for lunch so after washing our hands we went directly to the restaurant.
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After half past 3 we went out again, this time following the raging river down in the valley. First we had 4 Great Cormorants, a Common Sandpiper, an Armenian Gull and few White Wagtails.

Later we decided to go down to the Ashkuri Fortress, took some photos of this attractive building and then crossed on a hanging bridge. We pulled Dael's leg that run, run, there is something for you, because we saw a Great Tit on top of a tree and when she arrived really fast and we pointed up we were surprised to see in the same direction in the sky a Lammergeier. So from now on we decided to take seriously Great Tits! Nika perhaps saw quickly a Golden Oriole, but it was so quick that even he was not sure.
We walked alongside the river on a dirt road and picked up a few birds such as Rock Bunting, Common Redstart, Magpie. We asked Nika to bring over the car and then we continued on the dirt road opening several times different gates, crossing incredible passes and finally we reached a bridge and thus the main road. 

We stopped shortly at the same lake where we were in the morning, but there was not too much activity apart from the concerto of the frogs. We had Hoopoes, a Chiffchaff, a Common Redstart, a Rock Bunting and Andy and Gabor hunted down a Winter Wren as well.
We also paused a bit at the place where earlier we heard the Küiper's Nuthatch, just in front of the Vardzia cave town. We had Hoopoe instead plus some common songbirds, so finally returned to our accommodation.

Barbara and Chris had an afternoon brake instead, enjoying sunshine and wine in the terrace of the restaurant.

We had dinner from 8, again a real feast. The restaurant was so full that we hardly could hear each other, so at the end Gabor literally shouted out the bird-list. Another 2 bottles of red wines went down smoothly before we went to bed.
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Day9


29 April Monday

We loaded the van around 8am and then we went for breakfast which was again very substantial. Finally we said goodbye and started our drive towards the Javakheti Uplands. As we went higher the road quality strongly deteriorated.

At one point we saw a large group of Armenian Gulls. Then we had nearby the road Marsh Harrier, Black Kite and Raven.

The next village had several occupied White Stork nests, so we added again a new species to the list.

After crossing another really run down mountain village full with Storks and Jackdows we went to another upland meadow, the Bugdasheni Sanctuary. Here we had Yellow Wagtail's feldeggi subspecies.
We had a short drive till a lake with a great covered lookout hide where we were protected against the cool wind.

Right in front very close we had a drake Garganey and 2 Black-capped Night Herons. In front an island was full with Armenian Gulls, Great Cormorants and more than a dozen Night Herons. Nika found a dead White Pelican as well. When we checked all the birds on the lake we added Common Coot, Gadwall, Tufted Duck, Great Crested Grebe as well. Marsh Harriers flew around and we had a few Chiffchaffs. Perhaps there was a Savi's Warbler as well, but we never managed to get a real view of it and it did not reacted to our call.

The last surprise here was a male Red-backed Shrike on the only bush around, it's beak was full with food. Finally we went back to the van and continued our journey.
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Soon a first winter Bluethroat was a big surprise as we were driving back through the village again.

Later on at another lake among the Coots and Mallards Barbara pointed out a mammal swimming across. First we thought it was an Otter but it turned to be a Coypu.

The next lake produced a lot of great observations as well. First we checked out the dozens of Wagtails. Most of them were again feldeggi but we had a few Blue-headed as well. We managed to find a Citrine Wagtail as well. 
Suddenly Andy found a beautifully colored Red-throated Pipit just few meters away from the van. We looked around and altogether we counted 11 individuals of this nice species migrating through. A Water Pipit caused a bit of confusion. There was a large flock of White Pelicans in the air, we counted 32. A White-winged Black Tern was new and we also added Common Tern. 
There were plenty of Armenian Gulls around, but we had Black-headed as well. Coot, Garganey, Tufted Duck were also noted. We have not missed Steppe Buzzard. Black Kite and Marsh Harrier either. There were 2 Dalmatian Pelicans as well on the other side of the lake, almost in Armenia. Crested Grebe and Black-necked Grebe were around as well.
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Red-throated Pipit
From this point we started to drive back towards the main road, especially that it was after 1 o'clock. A bit more than half an hour later we were already in a restaurant, so before 2 we got our food and half past two we were again on the road, just a bit over than 170kms from Tbilisi.

But we still made a little detour to one of the largest lakes, Hanchali where beside the already seen birds we could add some really good new ones, such as Red-necked Grebe, Northern Pintail, Ferruginous Duck, Common Crane and last but not least Demoseille Crane. Each time Dael got in the van Nika found a new bird.


We happily left this scenic place around half past 3 and started to add all the numbers and summarize what we had during the tour.

We ended up with 161 species seen, plus 6 just heard and another 2 just seen by leaders.
But beside the numbers we had so many fantastic observation of rare birds such as Gündelstadt's Redstarts sitting together with Great Spotted Rosefinches or some really up close views of Griffon Vulture and Imperial Eagle or interesting actions like the Tree Sparrow fighting with House Martin to get its nest.

All in all it was a very successful and interesting tour and we will surely remember not just the birds, but some of the breathtaking sceneries, cultural highlights and the excellent food and wine. Well, we really hope you will spread the word that Georgia is an excellent birding destination.
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An excellent endemic: Greater Spotted Rosefinch
We arrived back to Tbilisi early evening, had a quick dinner, thanked to Nika his excellent driving and finding so many interesting birds and soon said goodbye to each other since the group had a night at Mariott while Andi and Gabor stayed in another hotel.
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We hope that we will enjoy another great birding adventure together in the not so distant future. Hope to see you soon at another worldwide destination of Ecotours, www.ecotours-worldwide.com 
ECOTOURS – Worldwide Travel Services ; EASTERN EUROPE & LATIN AMERICA Specialist
Eastern European Office: Kondor Ecolodge - Balazspuszta 90 Szabadszallas, HUNGARY 6080

 Email: ecotours@t-online.hu Tours: www.ecotours.hu Lodge: www.kondorecolodge.hu
Ph:+36-306459318
FB: www.facebook.com/EcotoursKondorEcolodge
Latin American Office seasonally each Nov till April: Puerto Morelos-Cancun, Riviera Maya, MEXICO
            Phone:+52-998 1263073
 E-mail: cancuninfo@gmail.com   Web: www.ecotours-worldwide.com 

