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KAZAKHSTAN - STEPPE, DESERT AND MOUNTAINS OF CENTRAL ASIA 

24 May to 5 June 2022 

TOUR OVERVIEW:  Stretching all the way from the Caspian Sea in the west to the 

Chinese border in the east, with the taiga forests of Russia to the north and the lofty 

peaks of Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan to its south, Kazakhstan is the ninth largest 

country in the World. Landlocked in the heart of Central Asia, it is a land of vast 

proportions, an aggregation of steppe, desert, lakes and mountains which once hosted 

the ancient trading routes along the old Silk Road.  From the natural history point of 

view, Kazakhstan forms a bridge between Asia and Europe, with an astonishingly rich 

biodiversity, including an amazing bird list. The aim of our tour is to experience a 

significant cross section of the country’s habitats and avian diversity. In the north, we 

visit seemingly infinite steppe grasslands interspersed with wetlands which stretch to 

the horizon; home to Demoiselle Crane, Pallid Harrier, Pallas’s Gull, Black Lark, White-

winged Lark, Booted Warbler and Pine Bunting. In the south, we radiate out from 

Almaty to visit further key ecological zones. Turanga forests are home to Saxaul 

Sparrow, Azure Tit, Yellow-eyed Pigeon and White-winged Woodpecker. The Taukum 

Desert hosts breeding Caspian and Greater Sand Plovers, whilst the dry rocky hills of 

the Charyn Gorge offer Macqueen’s Bustard, Pallas’s Sandgrouse, Meadow Bunting 

and Asian Crimson-winged Finch. Looking down on all this, the high alpine zones of 

the mighty Tien Shan Mountains are home to Himalayan Snowcock, Ibisbill, 

Eversmann’s and Guldenstadt’s Redstarts, White-browed Tit-warbler and much more. 

The time of our visit also means that some migrant waders will still be moving 

northwards. Kazakhstan is a ‘must visit’ destination for the serious global birder and a 

truly memorable birding experience awaits us there! 

 

Exciting first views of the mighty Tien Shan Mountains 



The country declared independence from the former Soviet Union in 1991 and is the 

most economically advanced amongst the cluster of ‘stan’ countries, owing to 

abundant reserves of oil and other valuable minerals. Kazakhstan is inhabited by 

representatives of many ethnic groups including Kazakh, Russians, Uzbeks, Tartars 

and Europeans. The main religions are Islam and Orthodox Christianity, and religious 

tolerance is reassuringly the norm. The capital Nur-Sultan (formerly Astana), is 

adorned with bold and futuristic architecture and Almaty, the largest city, with broad 

leafy boulevards. Both are modern, forward-looking cities, with a chic cafe culture 

reminiscent of Europe. Standards of accommodation, restaurants and transport are 

generally better than elsewhere in Central Asia.   

 

TOUR DESCRIPTION: Following the route of the ancient Silk Road, we visit four key 

habitats, each with a distinct and wide-ranging selection of birds. We begin on the 

expansive steppes west of Nur-Sultan (formerly Astana), not just endless grassland 

as you might imagine but dotted with an astonishing number of small lakes. Rivers in 

spring are full to overflowing, producing ox-bow lakes and water meadows fringed with 

tamarisks and willows where we can expect a multitude of birds. We spend two and 

half days here exploring from a modern four-star hotel in the city centre. Following a 

one and half hour flight south we reach the bustling metropolis of Almaty, our base for 

much of the remainder of the tour and centrally positioned to visit three core 

ornithological areas. First, we visit the Taukum Desert, a remote area of open desert, 

Artemisia scrub and sand dunes half way to Lake Balkhash. There are no tourist 

facilities here so our ground agent will set up a temporary camp. As far as camping 

goes this will be rather comfortable with walk in tents, a kitchen tent and toilet tent. We 

stay here for two nights before returning to our comfortable hotel in Almaty where we 

can freshen up before the next leg of the journey. The Charyn Gorge area abuts the 

Chinese border, the whole area forming a sort of huge shallow bowl of desert plains, 

low hills, deep gorges with snow-capped mountains all around. It is a most impressive 

landscape indeed. To thoroughly explore this area, we need two nights at a rather 



simple but clean and comfortable guest house, with breeding Pied Wheatear and 

Long-tailed Shrike in the garden! Returning to Almaty, we then spend two full days 

delving into the ornithological wonders of the mighty Tien Shan Mountains, where the 

rugged peaks are surrounded by spruce woods which echo to the sounds of singing 

Greenish Warblers, Hume’s Warblers and Black-throated Accentors.  

 

The Kazak people have a long history of harmonious, multi-ethnic social interaction, 

where both guests and locals are treated with respect. Our group will experience this 

warmth and hospitality, and be reassured further by being in the safe and experienced 

hands of our ground agent, who have been operating birding tours here for over 20 

years.  

PHOTOGRAPHIC OPPORTUNITIES: You will definitely want your camera to hand to 

capture memories of the awe-inspiring scenery. Birds often appear close to hand and 

are often approachable, so good results can be expected, even for those with small 

hand held digi-cameras and phone cameras, but bring your own telescope for this use!  

BIRD LIST: Highlights are many and will include a large number of the following; 

Himalayan Snowcock, Chukar, Ruddy Shelduck, Ferruginous Duck, White-headed 

Duck, Slavonian, Red-necked and Black-necked Grebes, Black-throated Diver, Black 

Stork, Eurasian Bittern, Dalmatian and Great White Pelicans, Lesser Kestrel, Red-

footed Falcon, White-tailed Eagle, Lammergeier, Himalayan Griffon and Cinereous 

Vulture, Black-eared Kite, Pallid and Montagu’s Harriers, Shikra, Long-legged 

Buzzard, Golden, Eastern Imperial and Steppe Eagles, Little and Macqueen’s 

Bustards, Demoiselle Crane, Ibisbill, Sociable Lapwing, Greater Sand Plover, Caspian 

Sociable Lapwing – a declining steppe specialist which is increasingly hard to find 



Plover, Marsh Sandpiper, Terek Sandpiper, Red-necked Phalarope, Black-winged 

Pratincole, Slender-billed, Pallas’s, Caspian and Steppe Gulls, Gull-billed, Caspian 

and White-winged Terns, Black-bellied and Pallas’s Sandgrouse, Yellow-eyed Pigeon 

(Stock Dove), Oriental Turtle Dove, Pallid Scops-owl, European Roller, Three-toed 

and White-winged Woodpeckers, Turkestan, Lesser Grey, Long-tailed and Asian Grey 

pallidirostris Shrikes, Eurasian Nutcracker, Red-billed and Alpine Chough, Brown-

necked Raven, Eurasian and Indian Golden Oriole, Turkestan, Songar and Azure Tits, 

Eurasian and White-crowned Penduline-tit, Pale Martin, Calandra, Bimaculated, 

White-winged and Black Larks, Savi’s, Paddyfield, Blyth’s Reed, Booted, Sykes’s, 

Sulphur-bellied, Hume’s, Greenish and Barred Warblers, Siberian Chiffchaff, Lesser 

Whitethroat blythi and halimondendri, Hume’s Whitethroat, White-browed Tit-warbler 

(Severtzov’s Tit-warbler), Rose-coloured Starling, Blue Whistling-thrush, Rufous-tailed 

Rock Thrush, Rufous Bush Robin, Himalayan Rubythroat, Bluethroat, Blue-capped, 

Eversmann’s and Guldenstadt’s Redstarts, Siberian Stonechat, Isabelline and Pied 

Wheatears, Saxaul Sparrow, Indian House Sparrow bactrianus, Rock Sparrow, 

Brown, Black-throated and Altai Accentors,  Brown Dipper, Masked Wagtail, Citrine 

Wagtail, Yellow Wagtail (beema and feldegg), Tawny Pipit, Goldfinch (caniceps), Red-

fronted Serin, Plain Mountain Finch, Asian Crimson-winged Finch, Mongolian Finch, 

Desert Finch, Common and Red-mantled Rosefinch, White-winged Grosbeak, Pine, 

White-capped, Rock, Meadow, Grey-necked and Red-headed Buntings.      

 

MAMMALS & OTHER WILDLIFE: We can expect to see Yellow Souslik, Great Gerbil, 

Tolai Hare, Goitered Gazelle, Corsac Fox and Grey Marmot with Golden Jackal heard 

Azure Tit – showy and alluring, always a group favourite 



more often than seen. For those with an interest in reptiles and amphibians there is a 

good variety of species on offer, and Kazakhstan is also a botanist’s dream with both 

deserts and mountains covered in stunning wild flowers at the time of our visit. 

Associated with all the wild flowers, butterflies are everywhere.   

 

ACCOMMODATION & FOOD: We will use comfortable 4-star hotels when staying in 

Nur-Sultan (formerly Astana) for three nights and in Almaty for five nights. Rooms have 

en-suite facilities and excellent restaurants serving western style food. Outside of the 

two cities, tourist facilities are more limited. In the wilderness of the Taukum Desert, 

we will camp for two nights using facilities provided by our ground agent. Good sized 

tents hold two low camp beds and foam mattresses with a sleeping bag provided, 

though you may wish to bring your own or perhaps a sheet sleeping bag (sleeping bag 

liner). Single tents are available for those who wish. A camp cook will produce quality 

meals in a separate kitchen tent but washing facilities are rather basic with a simple 

earth toilet (but with a toilet seat!) and a shower tent with hot water available for the 

more adventurous. Our stay will be ‘close to nature’, actually quite fun and not as 

uncomfortable as you might expect. Indeed, a memorable experience awaits amongst 

the desert stillness with a stunning kaleidoscope of stars above.  In the Charyn Gorge 

area, we stay for two nights in a rural guesthouse with fairly plain but comfortable 

facilities and some of the best food of the tour! Rooms are twin-bedded and have 

attached showers, but some sharing of showers might become inevitable depending 

on numbers. For our stay in the Tien Shan we will drive from our comfortable hotel 

base in Almaty. Food in the city hotels is of a high standard incorporating a western 

Corsac Fox is the ‘steppe fox’ of Central Asian 

semi deserts. It stays shy of human activity 



style menu. In the rural guesthouses and when we camp, we utilise local produce but 

meals remain tasty and filling. Beer and wine can be provided at client’s own expense, 

though bottled mineral water is provided daily to each group member. Within reason, 

special dietary requirements can be met with advance warning notified on the Birding 

Abroad booking form. Most days we will have a packed lunch, sometimes a cafe stop 

when convenient in larger towns.   

 

WEATHER: Kazakhstan has a continental climate and we can expect daytime 

temperatures in the range of 20 to 30 degrees centigrade in the steppes and deserts, 

and between 10 and 20°C in the mountains. Night time temperatures fall by 10 

degrees or so. In late May the tendency is for clear, sunny and even hot weather, 

though cool snaps are possible, particularly near Nur-Sultan. In the high mountains of 

the Tien Shan, conditions are more unpredictable and changeable weather including 

some mist, rain and even a snow shower is possible. The only place where we are 

likely to encounter large numbers flies (and much fewer mosquitoes) is around the 

steppe lakes near Nur-Sultan. They can appear out of nowhere, usually following 

warm weather and some lakes can be swarming, whilst conversely other lakes just 

around the corner can be devoid of them. You need to be prepared with insect 

repellent (DEET recommended) whilst even a head net might be useful on occasions. 

PACE AND DAILY ROUTINE: Kazakhstan is a large country so expect some 

travelling to visit all the key spots. Drives of two to three hours between the main sites 

are typical, with stops en-route where the birding dictates.  However, this is not a 

strenuous tour and basic fitness is all that is necessary. Short walks on flat but slightly 

gravelly ground will be taken frequently, occasionally up to a mile or so each way, but 

more often just a few hundred metres from the vehicle. There is little uphill walking 

except in the mountains, where this will be done at a sensible pace.  Central Asia is 

away from the typical tourist route so we should prepare for some occasional 

Our comfortable camp – close to nature in the Taukum Desert   



discomfort or an organisational hitch. Typically, the day will start at around 6am to 

make the most of the early morning. We finish around 6pm, perhaps a little later if the 

itinerary dictates. We will use a comfortable minibus for transport and all participants 

will be expected to rotate seats daily and fairly. Leaders will sit at the front throughout. 

We will reach an elevation of 3300 metres in the Tien Shan, but no walks are long.  

 

PRICE: The tour price will be £3150. Included will be all transport in Kazakhstan using 

modern air-conditioned minibuses, an English-speaking bird guide throughout, the 

internal flight from Nur-Sultan to Almaty, accommodation in twin bedded rooms as 

described above, all food (breakfast, lunch and evening meal, beginning with breakfast 

on 25th and ending with dinner on 4th) and tips. Mineral water on the bus will be 

supplied throughout. All entrance fees to national parks and monuments are also 

included as are the Frontier Permits required to visit the higher parts of the Tien Shan. 

Single supplement will be £300.  

Not included are international flights (expect to pay about £550), alcoholic drinks and 

any other drinks not provided with meals, 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: 11 with 2 leaders. 

 

Pallas’s Gull the king of gulls. We visit a breeding colony during the tour 



DAY TO DAY ITINERARY: 

Tuesday 24 May – late morning flights are available from both Manchester and 

Heathrow using the services of Turkish Airlines (via Istanbul), both of which arrive in 

the early hours. After clearing immigration and customs, we will meet our ground agent 

and transfer directly to our modern hotel where we will rest until late morning of the 

following day, the 25th. For those who prefer a direct flight, the only option is Air Astana, 

which departs Heathrow at 18:05 arrives in Nur-Sultan at 05.30 the next day, has a 

modern fleet with good standards of comfort and hospitality. First time visitors will be 

astonished by the bold futuristic architecture that makes Nur-Sultan such a bustling 

and vibrant new capital – a 21st century showpiece in fact.   

Wednesday 25 May – following a late breakfast, we will begin our first bird watching. 

Just outside the city we enter into steppe country, a sea of different grasses 

interspersed with a myriad of freshwater lakes. Here we will explore a number of 

locations carefully selected to deliver a terrific introduction to the birds of the area. 

Roadside ditches hold singing Bluethroats with low Artemisia dominated scrub being 

home to Booted Warblers. Lakes hold breeding Whooper Swans, Slavonian and Red-

necked Grebes and even Black-throated Divers.  The booming of Eurasian Bitterns 

and the calls of Demoiselle Cranes resonate across the landscape whilst Pallid 

Harriers regularly ghost past and Black and White-winged Terns daintily ply the lake 

surfaces. Muddy margins provide great staging areas for migrant waders including 

Little Stints, Curlew Sandpipers and Terek Sandpipers, whilst the waters offer rich 

picking for huge numbers of pirouetting Red-necked Phalaropes. Breeding Marsh 

Sandpipers and elegant Slender-billed Gulls utilise these same habitats.  

 

Bluethroat – red-spotted forms breed in the 

lowlands of Kazakhstan 



Our first day’s birding will be gently paced, but we will still amass a superb day list, so 

rich is the species diversity. Returning to our hotel a filling evening meal awaits, 

followed by drinks and the evening bird log.  

Thursday 26 May – no doubt feeling invigorated after a good night’s sleep and an 

excellent cooked breakfast, we will set off and spend a full day out on the steppe of 

the Korgalzhen area, an astonishingly bird-rich wilderness in northern Kazakhstan. As 

we enter the area, the tree-lined roads hold breeding colonies of Red-footed Falcons, 

and frequent pairs of Oriental Turtle Doves and Lesser Grey Shrikes. We will soon 

reach areas where the two Central Asian lark specialities, Black Lark and White-

winged can be found in good numbers, singing and displaying all around us.  

 

Our guide will assist in locating breeding pairs of Sociable Lapwing – stunning birds, 

but now rare of course and rapidly declining. Receding floodwater and drying mud 

provides suitable habitat for breeding Black-winged Pratincoles. The ‘flava’ wagtail 

breeding here is Sykes’s Wagtail (beema) which is very common, alongside the less 

numerous Citrine Wagtail. The reed fringes hold Paddyfield and Great Reed Warblers 

as well as Bearded Tit. One might expect the wheatear species on the steppe to be 

Isabelline, but it is actually Northern Wheatear which dominates these undulating 

grasslands. Siberian Stonechats are often encountered, whilst Twite of the subspecies 

korejevi is scarcer, though it should be seen with luck.  Small copses, gardens and 

willow thickets harbour breeding Common Nightingales of the eastern sub-species 

golzii, Eurasian Golden Orioles, Blyth’s Reed Warblers and Barred Warblers, all in fine 

voice during our visit. Another highlight will be a visit to a colony of Pallas’s Gulls which 

White-winged Lark – frequently encountered on the northern steppe 



here breed alongside Steppe and Common Gulls (heinei). Pallid Harriers are common, 

giving us a great opportunity to enjoy this speciality of the steppe at close quarters, 

and by the end of the day we should also have encountered the much scarcer 

Montagu’s Harrier and Steppe Buzzard (vulpinus).  

 

Friday 27 May - the day begins with a visit to a river valley north east of Nur-Sultan 

where our target is breeding Pine Bunting and we hope to watch these birds in song. 

The area also holds Booted and Blyth’s Reed Warblers, Siberian Chiffchaffs, Eurasian 

Penduline-tit, Grasshopper Warbler and Bluethroat. By lunchtime we must return to 

Nur-Sultan where we will enjoy an hour or so of sight-seeing around the city 

incorporating a pleasant cafe lunch. By early afternoon we must be at the airport ready 

for the one hour and half flight south to Almaty. Singing Eurasian Blackbirds and 

Common Mynas are found in the leafy boulevards of this lovely city.  

Saturday 28 May - our first stop after leaving Almaty will be the Sorbulak Lakes area. 

Here we will check out several of the lakes for waterfowl and feeding groups of 

Dalmatian and Great White Pelicans. Ducks include numerous Ruddy Shelduck, Red-

crested Pochard, Garganey, White-headed Duck and Ferruginous Duck. White-tailed 

Eagles breed here and by the time of our visit, the adults will be feeding young. Black-

eared Kites and Long-legged Buzzards roam the skies searching for prey. Caspian 

Gulls largely replace Steppe Gulls in this area and Gull-billed Terns chase insects 

across the arid ‘badlands’ which separate the innumerable freshwater lakes. European 

Rollers, European Bee-eaters and Hoopoes enjoy the warmth of the sand hills and 

clay valleys, where we will also encounter our first colonies of Rose-coloured Starlings, 

sometimes in their hundreds – a fantastic sight.  

Black Lark- expect frequent sightings west of Nur-Sultan 



 

We will check an area for Little Bustards before venturing further to the Taukum Desert 

near Kolshengol, where close to an artesian well, we will be welcomed to our camp, 

already set up by our ground agents in readiness for our arrival. During the late 

afternoon period we can stroll around the desert close to the camp and also sit tight at 

the waterhole to see what birds might come in to drink. Asian Desert Warbler and 

Turkestan Shrike are found here, but it will be the sound of the aerial songs of various 

larks which fills the skies then dies away as the night sky complete with countless stars 

takes over our fascination.  

Sunday 29 May – today we embark on a day out to the Ili River, setting off early 

morning to ensure we have time to fit in all the proposed stops. Heading north we 

leave the flatlands, moving into sparsely vegetated and gently undulating sand dunes, 

home to the rare and shy Macqueen’s Bustard but a modicum of luck will be required 

to spot one of these. Of more predictable occurrence would be an Asian (Steppe) Grey 

Shrike or a Rufous Bush Robin, both of which can be spotted at the roadside. 

After a full two-hour drive, we will witness the rather unusual sight of freshwater lakes 

occupying hollows in the sand dunes. This series of lakes are part of the Ili River delta, 

and are frequented by White-headed Duck, Ferruginous Duck, Red-crested Pochard, 

Great Egret and White-winged Tern. We may also find Citrine and Black-headed 

Wagtails, Paddyfield Warblers, and with some luck Little Bitterns. Drier areas hold the 

pretty Saxaul Sparrow, the halimodendri race of Lesser Whitethroat and Sykes’s 

Warblers, the latter affording a comparison with Booted Warbler seen earlier in the 

trip. Pushing on we hope to be amongst the open Turanga woodland by lunchtime, 

before the day warms too much. Turanga is an endemic species of poplar tree - 

White-headed Duck – transient steppe lakes support this and many other scarce birds  



Populus diversifolia – a very unique habitat found along the banks of Kazakhstan's 

rivers and inland deltas. This specialised woodland is home to breeding Yellow-eyed 

Pigeon (Eversmann’s Stock Dove), White-winged Woodpecker and Turkestan Tit. The 

very local Pallid Scops-owl takes advantage of hollow branches for nesting and with 

luck and our guide’s knowledge, we hope to locate a roosting bird.  

 

Following lunch here we retrace our steps back to camp, allowing the opportunity to 

consolidate our views of the special birds of this area: Azure Tits, Bimaculated Larks, 

Rufous Bush Robins, Sykes’s Warblers and photogenic Red-headed Buntings, all 

which will no doubt elicit a desire from group members to tarry a while in several 

locations along the way.  

Monday 30 May – the dawn chorus comprises singing Calandra, Bimaculated, 

Greater Short-toed and Lesser Short-toed Larks and positioning ourselves at the 

waterhole, we can watch as they fly in for a morning drink. Sandgrouse take advantage 

of the permanent water, coming from miles around to drink, the commonest being 

Black-bellied but there is also a chance of the more nomadic but decidedly scarce 

Pallas’s. Frequent avian inhabitants include Isabelline Wheatears and Tawny Pipit 

whilst a Desert Finch may also show itself. Views of the birds are excellent and those 

with cameras will have a great session.   

By mid-morning, we will move a few miles across the far-reaching desert in search of 

Caspian and Greater Sand Plovers both of which breed nearby. With the help of our 

guide we should be able to watch these birds at close quarters without causing any 

disturbance, a wonderful experience. Both Black and Eurasian Griffons can soar 

overhead and it is likely a Eurasian Hobby will flash through seeking out an 

unsuspecting bird. Shortly after lunch we begin the drive south towards Almaty, 

stopping occasionally where birds are spotted. As we approach Almaty, the sight of 

Yellow-eyed Pigeon – formerly known as Eversmann’s Stock Dove, a 

more enigmatic name we think 



the towering snow peaked Tien Shan mountains (Chinese for ‘Celestial Mountains’) 

will be hugely impressive. We reach our hotel by dusk to enjoy a very welcome shower.  

    

Tuesday 31 May – after breakfast we continue eastwards following the old Silk Road 

towards China. Our destination is the eastern edge of the Sugaty Plain where we stay 

for two nights at a simple but conveniently situated guesthouse. Much of the day will 

be spent on the road but we have a few carefully selected stops for species new for 

the trip. A mixed colony of Sand Martins and Pale Martins allows us to study their 

subtle differences. Rocky gullies support Chukar, Rufous-tailed and Blue Rock 

Thrushes, Hume’s Whitethroat and both Rock and White-capped Buntings. 

Agricultural areas and scrub around villages hold Long-tailed Shrikes whilst marshes 

have Savi’s and Great Reed Warblers and one of the interesting thick-billed races of 

Reed Bunting (pyrrhuloides). Flocks of Rose-coloured Starlings roam the area. The 

highlight of the day will be a stop at a remote and very small artesian well – actually 

little more than a puddle - where the reliable water source draws many desert birds to 

quench their thirst. We can sit close by, screened by a sandy bluff allowing fantastically 

close views of Horned Lark, Grey-headed Bunting, Mongolian Finch and Asian 

Crimson-winged Finch.  

Our guesthouse has Laughing Doves and Long-tailed Shrikes in the garden and Pied 

Wheatears often perch on the perimeter fence.     

Caspian Plover – one of the World’s most stunning waders 



Wednesday 1 June – careful scanning of the Sugaty Plain will sometimes reveal a 

Macqueen’s Bustard and a few Goitered Gazelles, both which inhabit this sparsely 

vegetated desert. At the Kegen Pass we will take a stroll checking the skies for 

Himalayan Griffons and Golden Eagles which keep the Great Gerbils on high alert. 

Small colonies of Lesser Kestrels are found nesting alongside Red-billed Choughs 

and Rock Sparrows. The surrounding hillsides host four species of bunting, all of which 

will be singing: Grey-headed and Red-headed are probably the commonest, Rock less 

so, whilst Meadow Buntings are somewhat scarcer, here at the western fringe of their 

range. The well wooded valleys and cliffs of the Charyn Gorge host breeding Black 

Storks, Alpine Swifts and Common Nightingales with village birds including Goldfinch 

of the distinctive eastern race caniceps and Masked Wagtails personata. Stony plains 

are home to numerous Isabelline Wheatears, most pairs having fully fledged young. 

Desert Wheatears are also present but are much less common. We will endeavour to 

find time to revisit the artesian well to watch and photograph the various passerines 

coming in to drink, and a search of the wider area here can produce Pallas’s 

Sandgrouse and Asian Desert Warblers.  

 

Thursday 2 June – this morning we must leave the Charyn area and make our way 

back to Almaty, but not before an early morning exploration of the village itself, which 

tends to be one of the best areas to see Barred Warblers, Pied Wheatears and Long-

tailed Shrikes. Surprises can be expected, we discovered the nest hole of White-

winged Woodpecker in the hotel garden in 2018!   

Asian Crimson-winged Finch – surface water from artesian wells draw in thirsty desert 

birds and an audience of birders 



An area of marsh, woodland and scrub just a few kilometres away will provide further 

opportunities for looking at Sykes’s and Paddyfield Warblers, Bluethroats, Oriental 

Turtle Doves and perhaps a dashing Shikra. Long-legged Buzzard is relatively 

common with both Booted and Short-toed Eagle also possible. Turanga woodland 

nearby hold White-crowned Penduline-tits We will make a couple of further stops 

including a lunch stop for birding but by late afternoon we aim to be back in Almaty 

and our downtown hotel in readiness for the following day’s journey.   

Friday 3 June – heading slowly uphill into the Tien Shan, our route passes gushing 

streams full of spring melt-water which are home to Brown and White-throated 

Dippers, Blue Whistling-thrush and Grey Wagtails. Climbing higher we enter spruce 

forests and meadows, which commonly hold Tree Pipit, Greenish and Hume’s 

Warblers, Goldcrest, Coal Tit, Black-throated Accentor, Red-fronted Serin and 

Eurasian Nutcracker. The variety of habitats will change as we go higher and we have 

time to explore them all.  Boulder strewn hillsides covered with juniper scrub are home 

to displaying Himalayan Rubythroats, Sulphur-bellied Warblers, White-winged 

Grosbeaks, Red-fronted Serins and Red-mantled Rosefinches. Patient waiting will be 

required for the emergence of a much sought after prize - White-browed Tit-warbler 

(or Severtzov’s Tit-warbler). This is a rather skulking, yet stunning species, and will be 

a definite target for the group.  

 

Severtzov’s Tit-warbler – patience should reward us with views of this 

highly prized specialist of montane juniper scrub 



Greenish and Hume's Warblers are numerous, their calls and songs soon become 

very familiar. The forests have Songar Tit, Eurasian Treecreeper (scarce) and 

Common Crossbill. 

We will have a pleasant afternoon stroll near the Big Almaty Lake, where the river 

basin above the dam wall has extensive shingle beds, home to the highly specialised 

Ibisbill. Careful scanning should enable us to see this very enigmatic species, 

guaranteed to bring smiles to everyone’s faces. The open forest around here supports 

both Eversmann’s and Blue-capped Redstarts, both quite lovely birds. 

 

Saturday 4 June – We have the best part of another full day in the Tien Shan 

Mountains. Heading higher still today, we will drive to where the road ends at the 

Cosmos Station on the Ozerny Pass, taking us amongst the snow-covered boulders 

and scree just below the highest peaks. Being here early in the morning will give us 

the best chance of locating Himalayan Snowcocks. These hardy birds can be heard 

emitting their echoing ‘curlew-like’ calls intermittently from the high mountain ridges, 

but it will require patience and dedicated scanning to locate one or more sitting out in 

the open. Here too we will find the largest member of the redstart family - 

Guldenstadt's, the beautiful males by now already assisting their partners in gathering 

food for young in the nest. The high alpine terrain is also home to three principal 

species; Brown Accentor, Altai Accentor and Plain Mountain Finch, all viewable within 

a short walk. Water Pipits and both Red-billed and Yellow-billed Chough are common 

and overhead Lammergeier and Golden Eagle circle the valley sides, perhaps on the 

Ibisbill – an evolutionary one-off. They frequent shingle deltas in the Tien Shan range 



look-out for Grey Marmots sitting outside their burrows and wary of any shadows in 

the sky. For botanists, the alpine meadows are carpeted with colourful montane 

flowers including wild tulips, which in turn attract a number of butterfly species.  

By late afternoon it will be time to return to our hotel in Almaty for a final meal together 

and to reflect, no doubt over a drink or two, on the superb birding tour we have just 

completed in Kazakhstan.  

 

Sunday 5 June – after breakfast we will travel to the airport to connect with the flight 

home to the UK, which will arrive late afternoon.     

NB: the dates mentioned are our preferred ones, but they could be subject to small 

changes. 
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Guldenstadt’s Redstart – the largest of the redstarts, a hardy altitudinal migrant, 

encountered above the tree line 

mailto:lance@birdingabroad.com
mailto:nickwhitehouse@btinternet.com

