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TOUR OVERVIEW:  Strategically positioned between the Black Sea and the Caspian Sea, 

Georgia sits at a geographical, cultural and ecological cross-roads where Europe, Russia, 

Persia and Western Asia collide in the splendours of the Caucasus Mountains. Steeped in 

ancient history, with diverse and spectacular landscapes and an abundant natural history, the 

country is very much in vogue as a birding destination. Birding Abroad first visited Georgia in 

2011, subsequently guiding groups there in spring 2012 and again in spring 2013, and a return 

visit now beckons.   

This is a country with a complex cultural, political and religious heritage. The first settlers 

appeared in the 12th century BC, whilst the bygone state of Colchis was home to the Golden 

Fleece, so eagerly sought by Jason and the Argonauts in early Greek Mythology. Closer to 

many of our hearts, the earliest evidence of wine production comes from Georgia, where 

amazingly, some 8000-year old wine jars have recently been uncovered. Many households 

still make their own wine in the old-fashioned way. Georgia’s past is never far away. Its most 

notorious native son Joseph Stalin, was born to poverty in Gori, 45 minutes west of Tbilisi, his 

impoverished home now housing a small museum.  In 1991 as the Soviet Union was 

collapsing, Georgia declared its independence, and today the country is building a stable, 

modern and outward facing nation, fiercely proud of its own identity heritage.   

 



Bounded to the north by Russia and to the south and east by Armenia and Azerbaijan, Georgia 

is a country of exceptional beauty, hosting some of the most dramatic mountain landscapes 

in the world. In the north the Greater Caucasus Mountains dominate the panorama, with snow- 

capped peaks rising to over 5000 meters. The southern section of the country holds the Lesser 

Caucasus Mountains, and in between the central lowlands spreads inland gradually rising to 

encompass plateau, lakes, steppe and rolling hillsides, some of which still hold much of their 

former forest. It is this mosaic of habitats that has produced a series of diverse ecosystems. 

Georgia’s rich flora and fauna includes over 330 species of birds, 110 species of mammals 

and remarkably 380 species of endemic plants. The bird list for Georgia is one of the best for 

its size in the Western Palearctic. On this tour we target the so-called Caucasian 'big five' 

species: Caucasian Snowcock, Caucasian Grouse, Great Rosefinch, Güldenstädt’s Redstart 

and Caucasian (Mountain) Chiffchaff.  These are birds with a predominantly Central Asian 

distribution, a trend maintained by other regional specialties including Twite (Asian form 

brevirostris – a potential split), Red-fronted Serin, Wallcreeper, Citrine Wagtail, Chukar, 

Horned Lark, Barred Warbler, Menetries’s Warbler, Common Rosefinch and many more. 

Common raptors include: Lammergeier, Eurasian Griffon Vulture, Golden Eagle, Long-legged 

Buzzard and Levant Sparrowhawk. Interestingly, it is believed that the Common Pheasant 

(now spread around the world as a game bird) was once a Georgian endemic. 

 

TOUR DESCRIPTION: We begin by spending three nights in Stepantsminda (or Kazbegi as 

it was known under Russian rule), high in the Greater Caucasus, where a full range of alpine 

speciality birds are likely. This area is also a noted migration hot spot with migrant birds 

utilising the deep valleys for their northwards spring passage and small falls are likely to 

include such diverse species as Corncrake, Lesser Grey Shrike, Red-throated Pipit and 

Common Rosefinch. In the second part of our tour we will visit the remote south-eastern parts 

Guldenstadt’s Redstart – undisputed king of the redstart family 



of Georgia, where our efforts will be focused towards the Chachuna sanctuary which has a 

drier steppe-like habitat with hills, rocky gorges and plains.  Here a high density of raptors 

includes threatened species such as Black Vulture, Eastern Imperial Eagle and Saker, as well 

as Long-legged Buzzard, Levant Sparrowhawk and Lesser Kestrel. Passerines will include 

Isabelline and Pied Wheatear, Siberian (Caucasian) Stonechat, Rufous-tailed Scrub-robin, 

Menetries’s and Green Warblers, Western Rock Nuthatch and Black-headed Bunting. Later 

we visit the Davit Gareji monastery (one of the oldest Christian monasteries in the world) from 

our base in Tbilisi, where historical and wildlife attractions sit side by side.  

 

PHOTOGRAPHIC OPPORTUNITIES: In such a small country with a large range of species, 

we can spend time with each target to ensure good and prolonged views and hence a good 

potential for photographs unfolds. 

BIRD LIST: The full range of species we are hoping to see is very impressive. Caucasian 

Snowcock, Caucasian Black Grouse, Ruddy Shelduck, Great White Pelican, European 

Honey-buzzard, Pallid Harrier, White-tailed Eagle, Lammergeier, Black Vulture, Levant 

Sparrowhawk, Long-legged Buzzard, Common (Steppe) Buzzard, Eastern Imperial Eagle, 

Golden Eagle, Lesser Kestrel, Corncrake, Demoiselle Crane, Armenian Gull, White-winged 

Tern, Laughing Dove, Eurasian Scops-owl, European Bee-eater, Black Woodpecker, Middle 

Spotted Woodpecker, European Roller, Lesser Grey Shrike, Alpine Chough, Calandra Lark, 

Horned Lark pencillata, Western Rock Nuthatch, Wallcreeper, Ring Ouzel, Barred Warbler, 

Eastern Orphean Warbler, Menetries’s Warbler, Green Warbler, Caucasian (Mountain) 

Chiffchaff, Rufous-tailed Scrub-robin, Guldenstadt's Redstart, Black Redstart ochruros, 

Common (Ehrenberg’s) Redstart samamisicus,  Pied Wheatear, Eastern Black-eared 

Wheatear, Isabelline Wheatear, Siberian (Caucasian) Stonechat, Rufous-tailed Rock Thrush, 

Rose-coloured Starling, Tawny Pipit, Red-throated Pipit, Water Pipit, Red-breasted 

Flycatcher, Semi-collared Flycatcher, Rock Bunting, Ortolan Bunting, Black-headed Bunting, 

Great Rosefinch reach their westernmost limits in the Caucasus 



Great Rosefinch, Common Rosefinch, Red-fronted Serin, Spanish Sparrow, Rock Sparrow, 

White-winged Snowfinch, Twite (brevirostris).  

 

MAMMALS AND OTHER WILDLIFE: Mammals are elusive and best seen early morning or 

at dusk, and Georgia hosts an impressive selection including Brown Bear, Wolf, Golden 

Jackal, Wild Cat and Porcupine. However, we would consider ourselves to be very lucky to 

encounter any of these, although we did see Wild Cat on a previous visit. Persian Squirrel, 

East Caucasian Tur, Red Fox and Chamois are all regularly seen. For those with an interest 

in botany there are a number of Caucasian specialities amongst the wildflower list.  

 

Demoiselle Crane, an occasional spring migrant in Georgia 

Wild Cat – will we be lucky enough to once more spot this elusive feline? 



ACCOMMODATION AND FOOD: Full board accommodation is provided with three nights in 

Kazbegi, two nights in Signagi and two nights in the capital Tbilisi. All hotels are of good 

standard with en-suite facilities. Food is excellent and will generally be taken at the hotels. 

WEATHER: Spring weather in Georgia can be mixed, and as ever altitude will play a 

significant role. Basically, you should be prepared for everything! We can expect mainly warm 

sunny days in the lowlands but it is likely to be chilly, or even cold, in the mountains especially 

in the early mornings. Rain and even snow in the Greater Caucasus is possible (or perhaps 

likely). We recommend that you have a warm coat, hat, gloves and boots for our time in the 

mountains, but with the ability to ‘de-layer’ whenever the weather warms up. Around Signagi 

and Chachuna, on the second part of the trip, it is likely to be warm and sunny. Insects are 

unlikely to be a problem at this time of year. 

 

PACE AND DAILY ROUTINE: Breakfast will be taken at 8am most mornings, giving time for 

optional pre-breakfast walks. At Kazbegi we will leave earlier on one morning to search for the 

snowcock whilst it is still actively calling. Full days will be spent in the field but basic fitness is 

all that is required. Though the slopes are steep, we will manage this according to the group’s 

ability, utilising our transport to take us to higher valleys thereby largely eliminating the need 

for strenuous walking. There will be three longish drives in all, two of about three hours in total 

and one of five hours on the day we travel from Kazbegi to Signagi. Roads are good but the 

gravel track from Dedoplistkaro to the Dali Reservoir can be rough and bumpy. 

PRICE: The price of £1690 includes all transport in Georgia using a modern air-conditioned 

minibus, the services of Birding Abroad leaders, local bird guide and driver throughout, 

accommodation in twin-bedded rooms, breakfast, lunch and dinner (beginning with breakfast 



on 22nd and ending with breakfast on 29th), mineral water throughout, all entrance fees to 

national parks and monuments. Single supplement £210. 

Not included are international flights (expect to pay about £500), any drinks not provided with 

meals, alcoholic drinks and any personal items such as laundry. Travel insurance is 

compulsory. To ensure a place on this exciting tour, please return a completed booking form 

with a £300 deposit.  

GROUP SIZE: Maximum group size will be 12 plus 2 leaders 

 

DAY TO DAY ITINERARY 

Thursday 21st April: Flights leave both Manchester and Heathrow late in the afternoon, 

arriving in the Georgian capital of Tbilisi very early on the following morning.  

Friday 22nd April: Following snacks at or near the airport, our adventure begins as we follow 

the old Georgian Military Highway (which connects Vladikavkaz in Russia to Tbilisi) 

northwards towards the Greater Caucasus Mountains which rise majestically in the distance. 

There will be plenty of room in our minibus as we travel along modern roads into the foothills 

where our first stop will search roadside Beech and Oak woods for nesting Black Woodpeckers 

and the samamisicus race of Common Redstarts, as well as recently arrived Red-breasted 

and Semi-collared Flycatchers. Moving higher and just before the Jvari Pass at 7858 feet is 

the impressive Friendship Monument erected in Soviet times on top of a sheer cliff face. Here 

we get our first close up views of the impressive mountains, and it is also a great spot to search 

for our first alpine birds such as Wallcreeper, Lammergeier, Golden Eagle, Ring Ouzel and 

Alpine Chough. At the pass itself, roadside birds include Twite of the pale local race 

brevirostris, Water Pipit of the race coutellii, White-winged Snowfinch and the pencillata race 

of Horned Lark. In all it is a 150 km journey to the mountain village of Stephantsminda 

(Kazbegi) nestled below the rugged peak of Mount Kazbegi, the third highest peak in the whole 

Caucasus, where we settle in at our hotel for a well-deserved rest. We have a three night stay 

here giving ample time to explore the valley and surrounding mountains. 

 

Lammergeier, occupies a niche with a diet mainly of bones 



Saturday 23rd April: Kazbegi area. If the weather is fine, views across the snowy peaks of 

the Great Caucasus and upwards to Mount Kazbegi will be hugely impressive. The chief 

ornithological prizes of the area, Caucasian Snowcock, Caucasian Black Grouse, Great 

Rosefinch and Guldenstadt’s Redstart are in fact all resident in these mountains. The first two 

remain faithful to the mountain crags and pasture all year round, and we are sure to soon hear 

male Caucasian Snowcocks, who’s eerie ‘curlew-like’ calls echo from the steep slopes. 

Caucasian Black Grouse have a distinctly different ‘lekking’ style to their Eurasian cousins, 

being less social, performing their brief dances on the scree slopes, their distinctive plumage 

and tail shape being readily viewable a short distance from our hotel.  

 

The rosefinch and the redstart descend the mountains in poor weather and can then be found 

even around town. A light dusting of overnight snow will in fact be a blessing in disguise, 

forcing these birds down to the buckthorn scrub near our hotel, eliminating the need for any 

arduous climbing. The timing of the trip is aimed to coincide with both these iconic species 

being at their nearest to the village! The Sameba Trinity Church now has a tarmac road which 

enables easy access to some of the higher slopes. Looking skywards may reveal raptors 

following the Tergi valley north into Russia. Black Kites, Montagu’s Harriers, Common 

(Steppe) Buzzards join resident Lammergeier and Golden Eagle in the air and we may note 

the first European Honey-buzzards of the spring as they traverse the mountains. We even 

observed a group of Demoiselle Cranes passing over on one of our previous trips. Caucasian 

(Mountain) Chiffchaffs will have returned to hillside trees whilst Black Redstarts of the south-

eastern subspecies ochruros occur around the village and the Common Redstarts are of the 

sub-species samamisicus, featuring a strong white wing panel. 

Sunday 24th April: Our hotel has been specifically chosen for its quiet position on the edge 

of town near to the best bird watching sites. The Greater Caucasus forms a real barrier for 

migrant birds which therefore follow any valleys which dissect the mountains. Poor weather 

can lead to good falls of passerines, so it is wise to check scrubby areas more than once 

during the day. Near our hotel, buckthorn scrub and agricultural fields in the valley bottom are 

Caucasian Black Grouse, one of the ‘big five’ in the Caucasus 



a haven for migrants brought down by adverse weather. Caucasian (Mountain) Chiffchaff, 

European Bee-eater, Red-backed and Lesser Grey Shrikes, Red-throated Pipit, Ortolan and 

a variety of Yellow Wagtails are all possible. Small parties of Red-fronted Serins buzz around 

the edges of conifers close to the hotel. The alpine landscapes and rugged terrain provide 

home for other wildlife too, including the East Caucasian Tur, (an animal akin to a mountain 

goat and herds can even be seen from town), and also Chamois and even the occasional 

Brown Bear. 

 

Monday 25th April: Birding Kazbegi in the morning. At this time of year, you will be pleased 

to know that the snowcocks can sometimes be heard singing from the hotel garden itself!  

 

Caucasian (Mountain) Chiffchaff exhibit subtle plumage and vocalisation 

differences from Common Chiffchaff 

Caucasian Snowcock 



Today we have our last chances to pick up on any species that may have eluded us 

beforehand, perhaps a Lammergeier, or an Alpine Accentor.  

 

After a light lunch we will set off towards Signagi where we stay for the next two nights. There 

will be some time for short birding stops on the way, certainly including at the Jvari Pass and 

also the Beech woods for a second chance for the flycatchers if they were missed on way up. 

It is quite a long journey, five hours in total, and we will notice the scenery gradually changing 

with steppe grassland dominating by the time we reach our hotel in the late afternoon. 

 

Red-fronted Serin, a dashing finch of the mountains 

Long-legged Buzzard – a typical raptor of the steppe 



Tuesday 26th April: Today the second part of the adventure begins. We set off early after 

breakfast, birding en-route to nearby Dedoplistkaro and then onwards towards our destination 

for the day, the Chachuna Nature Reserve. Landscapes here will be in great contrast to what 

has gone before – semi arid rolling hills, with gorges and valleys with a rather eroded 

‘badlands’ backdrop. There are also some steppe or savannah type landscape with dry 

woodlands all inhabited by new and interesting species of bird. Riparian forests and grassland 

provide the habitats for Black Francolin and a few pairs of Black Storks. A typical bird in the 

area is Chukar. Good numbers of European Bee-eater, European Roller and Eurasian 

Hoopoes regularly raise their young in cliffs, steep banks and tree holes. Raptors will be 

evident, some breeding like Levant Sparrowhawk and Lesser Spotted Eagle, others on 

passage including European Honey-buzzard and Black Kite. The site is almost void of 

wetlands, so the Dali Reservoir is very attractive, sustaining considerable numbers of Ruddy 

Shelduck.  The stunning list of passerines to be found includes Calandra Lark, Crag Martin, 

Menetries’s Warbler, Barred Warbler and Rufous-tailed Scrub-robin. We are visiting at the 

height of the spring migration so you never know what to expect; anything might appear!   

Wednesday 27th April: Chachuna. With great habitat all around Signagi, we will not be short 

of something to do as we spend a second morning in the scenic splendour of Chachuna. We 

will visit different canyons today where further interesting birds can be found; Blue Rock 

Thrush, various species of warblers, Western Rock Nuthatch, Lesser Grey and Woodchat 

Shrikes, Rose-coloured Starling, Rock Sparrow, Black-headed Bunting and others, even 

White-throated Robin and Finch’s Wheatear are possible. Mid-afternoon we take the drive 

back to Tbilisi for two-night stay, perhaps pausing at Lisi Lake on the outskirts of Tbilisi, should 

we have time. 

 

Rose-coloured Starlings, a regular visitor, sometimes in their hundreds 



Thursday 28th April: Today we visit Davit Gareji, one of the most spectacular sites in Georgia, 

where historical and wildlife attractions are located side-by-side. The habitat remains a 

Mediterranean-type arid badlands with multi-coloured clay hills covered with shrub and 

steppe-like vegetation. The site is famous for one of the oldest Christian monasteries in the 

world. In Davit Gareji breeding colonies of Eurasian Griffon and Egyptian Vultures are found, 

as well as breeding Eastern Imperial Eagles.  Other attractions for bird watchers are Long-

legged Buzzard, Cinereous Vulture, Short-toed Snake-eagle, Saker Falcon, Isabelline 

Wheatear, Pied Wheatear, Eastern Orphean Warbler, Eastern Olivaceous Warbler, Spanish 

Sparrow, Rock Sparrow and Ortolan Bunting. This is one of the best areas to find early arriving 

Green Warblers, their distinctive song giving their presence away.   

 

We will make a brief stop at a reservoir en route back to Tbilisi, which will give us a different 

selection of birds including a few waders, Squacco Heron and Little Bittern, as well as Pygmy 

and Great Cormorant, breeding Armenian Gulls and migrant White-winged Terns.  

 

Eastern Olivaceous Warbler 

Common Rosefinch 



All these dry areas harbour other wildlife including various frogs and toads, aquatic reptiles, 

Wolf, Golden Jackal and Wild Cat, so we should have our eyes peeled throughout. After a 

final meal in a stylish restaurant in Tbilisi, we will celebrate the conclusion of a most memorable 

birding and travel experience with a few glasses of wine, before retiring to bed ready for our 

homeward journey the next morning.  

 

Friday 29th April: After breakfast we take a short drive to the airport in plenty of time for our 

convenient mid-morning flight home. 

 

Davit Gareji, a rock-hewn Georgian Orthodox monastery founded in the 6th 

century with views towards Azerbaijan 

Black-headed Bunting, newly back from Indian wintering grounds 
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