BIRDING ABROAD LTD
THE SOUTH OF OMAN i AN ARABIAN ADVENTURE
2 - 10 FEBRUARY 2019

TOUR OVERVIEW: This fascinating country sits on the southern flank of the Arabian
Peninsula. Blessed with a warm and sunny climate, the Sultanate of Oman maintains strong
links with the-plaK sdnd i ma&nyndexwork there.
country to visit, one where the wild beauty of its landscapes and the warm hospitality of its
people is legendary. This is a land of spectacular scenery; we will witness rugged
mountains, deep gorges, stark wadis, endless miles of stunning white beaches, palm groves,
coast al | agoons and the vast desert OEmhpdhy
bring greenery to their arid surroundings. Situated at the crossroads of Asia, Europe and
Africa, the country was once at the centre of the rich Frankincense trading routes across the
ancient world, attracting visiting nobility including, according to local legend, the Queen of

Sheba herself. | mportantly for birders, t he

avifauna is also very rich, with an amazingly diverse bird list including a unique mix of
Palearctic, Oriental and Afro-tropical breeding species, in addition to a host of much sought-
after migratory and wintering birds.

We have previously visited Oman several times, and for 2019 our tour focuses on the Dhofar
region in the south of the country, widely recognised as the ornithological jewel in the
countryds crown.
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Whilst in Dhofar, we will focus our efforts on areas within an easy reach of our splendid
beach-side hotel in the quiet outskirts of Salalah. From here we explore a variety of key
habitats to reveal target breeding specialities such as Socotra Cormorant, Masked Booby,
Br own Booby, Yell ow Bittern, Verr eauXx ékeee,
Arabian Scops-o wl South Arabian Wheatear, Bruc
Flycatcher, Black-crowned Tchagra, Shining Sunbird, Palestine Sunbird, Abyssinian White-
eye, Arabian Warbler, Yemen Serin, Arabian Golden-winged Grosbeak and Cinnamon-
breasted Bunting. The south of Oman also plays host to hundreds of wintering eagles, most
of which are Steppe Eagles, but with Eastern Imperial and Greater Spotted alongside for
excellent comparisons. Coastal lagoons host numerous wader and heron species, whilst
idyllic beaches and the rolling surf of the Arabian Sea will be alive with Sooty Gulls and
Greater Crested Terns, and perhaps a passing dolphin or two.

Just a couple of hours drive inland from Salalah is the small town of Thumrayt, a gateway to
the desert plains of the vast Rub al Qali or Empty Quarter. Vegetated wadis attract Asian
Desert Warbler, with flowering shrubs providing nectar for Nile Valley Sunbirds and sporadic
springs giving much needed water for Sand Partridge and a variety of sandgrouse and larks.
Date palms in the region host the rare and enigmatic Grey Hypocolius and we will search
two areas where we saw them earlier this year. Attempts to farm the dry desert produce
oasis-like green belts which are a magnet for hungry migrants and wintering birds. Huge
circular fields growing alfalfa for use as cattle fodder, are watered by rotating gantries on
wheels. These fields are regularly cut, attracting numerous small passerines such as Greater
Short-toed Larks, Black-crowned Finch-larks and Isabelline Wheatears which in turn attract
predators such as Pallid Harriers and Long-legged Buzzards. It is in such places that
Sociable Plover occasionally winters, a threatened species of international concern.
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TOUR DESCRIPTION: The tour commences at Salalah airport on the late afternoon of
Sunday 3 February. Our accommodation here, initially for three nights, is the nicely
appointed and rather splendid Salalah Hilton Hotel. We will travel out daily from here using
comfortable people carriers, the excellent road infrastructure affording us ready access to all
thekeysi tes. A series of coastal | agoons or

and west of Salalah, these being fed by a
which strike deep into the foothills of the Dhofar mountains. Acacia and Baobab trees grow
here giving the area an African Rift Valley feel. Gorgeous empty beaches host a rich
assortment of waders, gulls, terns and herons, whilst rocky promontories provide excellent

6k hawr
seri e:

look outs for sea-watching. It is amongst this diversity of habi t at t hat Dhof ar ds sp

are to be found.

To explore the Empty Quarter (or at least a tiny cross section of it!), we then drive north over
the Jabal Al Qara Mountains and descend into a vast and impressive desert landscape, with
the small town of Thumrayt acting as our gateway to this wilderness. Our base for a single
night is a basic but clean and comfortable local motel in Thumrayt. Following our desert
adventure in the Empty Quarter, we return to Salalah for a further three nights, stopping en-
route in a wadi famous for its Frankincense trees, where we can see the celebrated trees
close up. Such is the sheer variety and diversity of the habitats in the Dhofar region, that our
days will be bird filled. Of particular note are the gigantic cliffs of the Jabal Samhan, an
occasional haunt of the stunni ngl y attractive Verreauxads
sinkhole at Tawi Atayr, is home to an isolated population of Yemen Serin. Wintering eagles
congregate at a refuse dump near Raysut, whilst a small number of Crested Honey
Buzzards and Yellow-billed Kites (of the form aegyptius, now classified as a full species
occurring in Arabia and North-east Africa) are seen over lush palm plantations on the
outskirts of the city itself. Indeed Salalah is synonymous with first class birding and there will
be plenty to entertain us during our stay. At the end of the tour we take an internal flight back
to Muscat which then connects with an international flight home to the UK.

Arabian pewl at Ayn Tabrag a recent split from African Scojosu
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PHOTOGRAPHIC OPPORTUNITIES: A camera is certainly recommended to capture
memories of the awe inspiring scenery and places of cultural and historical interest. Bird life
is often confiding, so good results can be anticipated even for those with basic equipment
and rudimentary photography skills.

BIRD LIST: Highlights are many and will include a large number of the following; Masked
Booby, Brown Booby, Socotra Cormorant, Yellow Bittern, Indian Pond Heron, Western Reef

Egret, Intermediate Egret, Purple Hero n , Abdi més Stor k, Great-er FIl a
goose, Garganey, Ferruginous Duck, Crested Honey Buzzard, Yellow-billed (formerly

aegyptius Bl ac k) Kite, Egyptian Vulture, P-laggedi d Har
Buzzard, Greater Spotted Eagle, Steppe Eagl e, Eastern | mperi al Eag
Booted Eagl e, Bonelli 6s Eagl e, Arabian Partridg

breasted Waterhen, Red-knobbed Coot, Pheasant-tailed Jacana, Spotted Thick-knee,
Cream-coloured Courser, Lesser Sandplover, Greater Sandplover, Pacific Golden Plover,

Spur-winged Plover, Sociable Plover, White-t ai | e d Pl over, Temmi nckds
Sandpiper, Terek Sandpiper, -BeatgdcuGul | PaHeaghbt
Steppe Gull (barabensis), Slender-billed Gull, Gull-billed Tern, Caspian Tern, Greater

Crested Tern, Lesser Crested Tern, Whiskered Tern, White-wi nged Ter n, Lichte
Sandgrouse, Spotted Sandgrouse, Chestnut-b el | i ed Sandgr ouse, Namaqua
Green Pigeon, Arabian Scops-owl, Singing Bushlark, Black-crowned Sparrow-lark, Bar-tailed

Lark, Desert Lark, Hoopoe Lark, Greater Short-t oed Lar k, African Rock M
Pipit, Tawny Pipit, Long-billed Pipit, Citrine Wagtail, White-spectacled Bulbul, Grey

Hypocolius, Bluethroat, Blackstart, Isabelline Wheatear, Desert Wheatear, South Arabian

Wheatear, Clamorous Reed-warbler, Asian Desert Warbler, Arabian Warbler, Eastern

Orphean Warbler, African Paradise Flycatcher, Nile Valley Sunbird, Shining Sunbird,

Palestine Sunbird, Abyssinian White-eye, Black-crowned Tchagra, Isabelline Shrike,

Southern Grey Shrike, Steppe Grey Shrike (pallidirostris), Fan-t ai | ed Raven, Tri
Grackle, Rose-c ol oured Starling, Ruppell 6s Weaver, Afri
Golden-winged Grosbeak, Cinnamon-breasted (African Rock) Bunting.
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MAMMALS & OTHER WILDLIFE: Though this part of Arabia has many interesting
mammals, these are largely nocturnal, very shy or inhabit extremely remote areas, making it
difficult for a touring group to chance upon them. We should see Indo-pacific Humpback
Dolphins feeding just offshore in the surf. Rock Hyrax and Red Fox have been seen by

birders and | ess commonly Ruppell 6s itBBatisncand

uncommon in places.

ACCOMMODATION AND FOOD: Full board accommodation is provided throughout, with in
order: three nights at the Salalah Hilton Hotel, one night at the Thumrayt Tourist Motel and
three nights back at the Salalah Hilton. The hotels are of an excellent standard, with very
good international cuisine served in their restaurants, except at Thumrayt in the desert which
is more basic, but still clean and acceptable. Here we visit a local restaurant with a good
selection of food for our evening meal; some consider the food here to be the best of the
tour! All rooms throughout are en-suite. We will take picnic lunches or lunch in local
restaurants, where we can enjoy a rest and comfort break, some shade from the sun and
revive ourselves for a while.

WEATHER: The weather on the south coast of Oman in early February is typically dry,
warm and sunny, with mid daytime temperatures between 23-28 degrees Celsius. Even
mornings are pleasantly warm, although in more mountainous areas, it is slightly cooler. In
the Empty Quarter, conditions are similar but perhaps a little warmer, and we can expect
temperatures nearer the 30 degrees Celsius mark by early afternoon.

PACE & DAILY ROUTINE: Breakfasts will usually be taken between 7.00 and 7.30,
depending on the morningds itinerary. Bas
spent in the field, punctuated by cafe and lunch breaks and the occasional cold drink or ice-
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cream stop. Most walks are of a short distance on rather flat terrain, though some uphill
walking on very gentle gradients is required, all done at a sensible pace. Should we
encounter days where the temperature has taken a leap upwards, we may opt to take a
longer break in the middle of the day, focusing our birding in the mornings and late
afternoons.

PRICE: The price is £1640 per person (based on sharing a twin room) for the main tour. This
includes all bird-watching excursions with Birding Abroad leaders, full-board accommodation
(starting with dinner on arrival in Salalah, ending with breakfast before we depart from
Salalah back to the UK), local transport by people carrier and entry to nature reserves and
archaeological parks. Single rooms are available at a supplement i details available on
request.

Not included are return flights from the UK to Salalah, (which currently cost £560), your
personal travel insurance, the cost of obtaining a tourist visa on arrival (£40), all drinks
excepting water which will be available throughout on the tour bus and any other items of a
personal nature.

INTERNATIONAL FLIGHTS: Your Birding Abroad leaders intend to use the services of
Oman Air for their flights from Heathrow to Salalah and back.

On 2nd February, the outward flight departs Heathrow at 20:05, arriving in Muscat at 07:35
the following day, from here we connect with the 14:50 internal flight to Salalah (SLL) which
arrives at 16:35.

For our homeward flight on 10 February, we leave Salalah at 11:15, arriving in Muscat at
12:50. The onwards international flight to London Heathrow then departs at 14:00, arriving



back in Heathrow at 18:25. This will ensure we are home in the UK on the same day we set
off from Oman, something our clients tell us is always their preferred option.

We hope you will choose to fly with us on the flights mentioned above, but a quick browse of
the internet will show that you have a number of choices in terms of the airlines that fly to
Salalah. If you do choose to fly independently we ask that you tailor your plans to tie in with
the ground tour plans commencing and ending in Salalah.

GROUP SIZE: The tour will proceed with a three plus a leader up to a maximum of 10 plus 2
leaders.

DAY TO DAY ITINERARY

Day 1: Saturday 2 February
Birding Abroad leaders take the overnight Oman Air flight from Heathrow.
Day 2: Sunday 3 February

Our flight stops in Muscat on the morning of 3rd from where we take an internal flight with
Oman Air to Salalah arriving 16.35. After collecting our hire vehicles, we will take a short
drive to the comfortable Salalah Hilton Hotel in the quiet western reaches of town. Here we
can relax after all the travel, with some bird watching around the hotel grounds if time and
light permit. Typical birds of suburbia include Laughing Dove, Rose-ringed Parakeet, House



Crow, White-s pect acl ed Bul bul , Ruppell 6s Weaver, Comm
beach front we might see our first Sooty Gulls and Greater Crested Terns. Night Hilton Hotel.

Day 3: Monday 4 February

After breakfast we travel west along the coast to visit the wadi at Al Mughsayl. Here we can
explore the drier stretches of the wadi and take short walks to encounter our first Arabian
Partridges, Desert Larks, Long-billed Pipits and Blackstarts. The khwar itself often hosts
Cotton Pygmy-goose, Purple Heron and Yellow Bittern, whilst Clamorous Reed-warblers and
someti mes Baill onés Cr ake eayeddee A sgarbyt rockyd arour
promontory is a local tourist attraction as it contains an active blow-hole where water gushes
from the narrow cracks to soak the unsuspecting onlooker. It is also a great site to check for
passing seabirds and both Brown and Masked Booby and groups of Socotra Cormorants are
regularly seen. Any clump of bushes can host parties of the ubiquitous Abyssinian White-
eye, whilst the less frequently encountered South Arabian Wheatear should eventually
reveal itself. The whole coastline is scenically very attractive and we will picnic here over
lunchtime.

In the afternoon we will head back through town to visit the nearby East Khawr. Where the

khawr adjoins the beach front, the selection of waders typically includes both Greater and

Lesser Sandpl over s, Kenti sh Pl over ,ongltaeenStintnc k 6 s
in some years. Nearby the Al Balid Archaeological Park is a pleasant place to end the day

and it offers a good chance to observe Spotted Thick-knees sheltering watchfully in the

shade of the trees. Flowering shrubs attract stunning Shining Sunbirds, whilst a paved

walkway along the canal provides a good vantage point to watch wintering White-winged

and Whiskered Terns as they return to roost. Both Squacco and Indian Pond Herons and

even the small Malachite Kingfisher is occasionally seen here. Night Hilton Hotel.



