BIRDING ABROAD LIMITED
OMAN – AN ARABIAN ADVENTURE
2-10 February 2019
The Sultanate of Oman is a peaceful and safe country nestling on the southern flank of the
Arabian Peninsula. We have visited the country on a number of occasions, always enjoying
the warm hospitality of its people, the wild beauty of its diverse landscapes and of course the
excellence of its bird watching. Our tour on this occasion focused on the Dhofar region in the
south of the country. Here we found rugged mountains and stark wadis, palm groves and
coastal lagoons, all connected by a ribbon of quite stunning white sandy beaches bordering
the Indian Ocean. Salalah became our base, affording quick and easy access to the key
birding sites and also providing a gateway to the vast desert Empty Quarter. Our quest was to
witness the unique mix of Palearctic, Oriental and Afro-tropical bird species which adorn the
region, and to enjoy some pleasant winter sunshine.
The Birding Abroad group comprised, Baden Barker, Marcus Brew, Mark and Sue Cook, Mick
and Viv Cunningham and Ken Pinney, with Lance and Nick as the group leaders.
2 February: Group members flew on overnight Oman Air flights from both Manchester and
Heathrow Airports to Muscat, connecting next morning with internal flights to Salalah.

3 February: Following friendly introductions at Salalah airport, we collected our hire vehicles
and drove the few miles to the comfortable Salalah Hilton hotel, located on the beach in the
quiet western outskirts of the coastal city. Following a brief rest, we were soon out in the field
with a short walk along the beach, continuing around an area of shallow pools which proved
very productive.

A single Cotton Pygmy-goose was accompanied by three Garganey, a handful of Greater
Flamingos, 16 Glossy Ibis, Indian Pond-herons, Intermediate Egret and numerous (mainly
white phase) Western Reef-egrets. A selection of waders included Black-winged Stilts,
Whimbrel, Marsh and Wood Sandpipers, Common Greenshanks, plus no less than eight
Temminck’s Stints which showed at very close range and a single Pintail Snipe. Further down
the beach, a flock of 80 Pacific Golden Plovers swirled overhead before coming to rest on
drier ground adjacent to the marsh. Terns were much in evidence with several Gull-billed Tern,
Caspian, Lesser Crested and Whiskered in the vicinity.
An early sign of how good it was going to be for raptors was provided when both Steppe Eagle
and Greater Spotted Eagle showed at close range.

Greater Spotted Eagle
rather a common sight
Further Asian influence was evident with noisy Rose-ringed Parakeets going to roost and a
colourful Indian Roller perched nearby.
To round off our brief but very bird-rich first birding session, Bluethroat, Isabelline Shrike and
Citrine Wagtails showed very well.
4 February: Collecting for breakfast on the hotel’s sunny outdoor terrace which overlooked
the beach, we had close looks at a number of common species which we were to become
familiar throughout the tour, such as House Crows, Crested Larks, Pale Rock Martins,
Graceful Prinias, Common Mynas, White-spectacled Bulbuls, Ruppell’s Weavers and African
Silverbills. As we left the hotel, a Clamorous Reed Warbler was singing, before we loaded up
and headed west along the coast road to Wadi Al Mughsayl.

A devastating tropical storm several months previous had ripped through the modern coastal
highway at various points and some diversions were in place. Undeterred we were soon
watching a group of 12 Arabian Partridges at the trackside, one of the target species for the
trip.

Arabian Partridge

A short walk into the wadi was rewarded with a Black-crowned Tchagra and a few Cinnamonbreasted Buntings. We were able to study an Isabelline Shrike at close quarters, ready for
later comparisons with its close cousin the Turkestan Shrike.
The rocky and sandy terrain produced a few Arabian Wheatears, which share this habitat with
Blue Rock-thrushes and Blackstarts. An army unit was preparing for manoeuvres, and a few
friendly waves were exchanged, a nice reminder of the hassle-free birding to be enjoyed in
Oman. As the day warmed, a few raptors rose into the air, followed shortly by a flock of 300
Abdim’s Storks.
Nearby at a rocky promontory complete with its tourist attracting blow-hole, we watched eight
Brown and a single Masked Booby flying over the sea and a characteristically tight-knit flock
of 150 Socotra Cormorants riding the gentle waves offshore. Useful comparisons of Greater
and Lesser Crested Terns were enjoyed whilst gulls were much in evidence with 200 Sooty
and 400 Heuglin’s loafing on the beach, plus a solitary adult Pallas’s Gull in almost full summer
plumage standing out nicely from the crowd. One of the most attractive birds was perhaps our
first glossy plumaged Tristram’s Starlings of the trip which showed exceptionally well, their
lovely rusty-orange wing flashes being conspicuous in flight.
Lunch was a relaxing affair taken in the cool of a café in Salalah, before we carried on beyond
the city to East Khawr. Here we sat outside our favourite ice-cream parlour and watched for
raptors over the date palm plantations, being amply rewarded with single Osprey and Short-

toed Snake-eagle, two each of Greater Spotted, Eastern Imperial and Booted Eagles, and a
very obliging male Oriental Honey-buzzard which dropped into a bare tree just across the
road. There is some debate amongst experts about the degree of hybridisation with European
Honey-buzzard where their ranges overlap. The birds wintering in the Arabian Peninsula are
considered to largely involve those with mixed genes, but our individual appeared to have the
plumage features of a pure Oriental.
The khawr’s fresh waters extend almost to the sea, only blocked by a dividing sand split and
it was here that we checked through a good selection of waders, but had no luck with Longtoed Stint, which sometimes occur in the shallow pools here in winter. Several Citrine Wagtails
fed at the water’s edge, where a group of gulls comprised a Common and several Caspian,
with numerous Sooty Gulls preening on the beach.
Our final port of call for the day was at the nearby Al Balid Archaeological Park. Here we
made a gentle stroll, quickly finding four motionless Spotted Thick-knees amongst the park’s
ornamental shrubs. An Asian Koel flashed through the gardens and our first Arabian Sunbird
showed well.

Spotted Thick-knee

A group of 80 Whiskered Terns gathered on the paved areas at the creek side and in the soft
evening light, the ringing calls of many roosting Common Sandpipers filled the air as we ended
the day. Back at the hotel we enjoyed a lovely al-fresco evening meal.
5 February: Today we started at Ayn Razat, a pleasant wadi just a few miles north-east of
Salalah where a natural spring gives rise to a permanent stream. Up to ten Bruce’s Green
Pigeons were frequenting the fig trees here; another one of our target birds secured. A total

of four Bonelli’s Eagles soared overhead and close views were had of a Long-billed Pipit, six
Abyssinian White-eyes and four Palestine Sunbirds, though the most abundant passerine was
Cinnamon-breasted Bunting which were all around, singing, feeding and drinking.

Our next stop was Khawr Taqah, just a few miles along the coast, where we had a brief walk
around the reed-fringed waters. A few Purple Herons were noted but no Pheasant -tailed
Jacanas this time, though we have recorded them here before. Three Eastern Imperial, four
Steppe and two Greater Spotted Eagles showed overhead. We progressed on to nearby
Khawr Rawri which was formerly a coastal inlet for the ancient port of Sumhuran, where it is
said the Queen of Sheba once came ashore on an official visit to the region. The quiet waters
of the khawr were thronging with birds, including two Black Storks, several Garganey and
Northern Pintail and a selection of waders of real quality: Greater and Lesser Sandplovers,
Little and Temminck’s Stints, five Terek and three Broad-billed Sandpipers.
By early afternoon we set off into the mountains, where we stopped first to admire an adult
Turkestan Shrike at the roadside. At the Tawi Atayr sink hole, we investigated this massive
and dramatic geological feature, soon noting five Yemen Serins, another key target species,
albeit one that most birders would acknowledge as slightly ‘underwhelming’ plumage wise.
Another pair of Bonelli’s Eagles appeared and Arabian Wheatears gave our best views yet

A short drive to the gigantic cliffs of Jabal Samhan resulted in nice views of a pair of Verreaux’s
Eagles, simply stunning as they caught the late afternoon sunlight whilst soaring around. Fantailed Ravens danced on the updrafts from the cliffs and a single Long-legged Buzzard drifted
by as we admired the views over many miles of the coastal plain below and south to the town
of Mirbat.

Our final birding site of the day was at Ayn Tabraq, where we waited as darkness fell at a
known drinking spot for Lichtenstein’s Sandgrouse, but without luck this time. Moving on up
the wadi several Arabian Scops-owls began calling and one showed particularly well for our
group at the road side.

Perhaps the biggest surprise was the sighting of two Arabian Honey-badgers scuttling along
at the roadside, a rarely seen mammal, and new for all of us.
We then drove back to our hotel, having had a great days birding, which had included no less
than 12 Eastern Imperial Eagles hidden amongst our totals, and enjoyed another fine meal
and a few drinks.
6 February: Today we packed a few essentials into an overnight bag and headed north over
the Jabal Al Qara Mountains into the arid plains of the ‘Empty Quarter’ to the little town of
Thumrayt where we had arranged a one-night stay. On the outskirts of town, sandgrouse
played uncharacteristically hard to get, and we had to be content with just 20 Chestnut-bellied.

Chestnut-bellied Sandgrouse
Further north-west from Thumrayt we visited a couple of irrigated farms, where alfalfa is grown
for cattle fodder. Systematic cutting and watering of the crop produces ideal habitat for a host
of wintering passerines. On this occasion though, the timing of our visit seemed to be slightly
out of synch with the best stages of the cutting cycle and passerines and hence attendant
raptors were thinner on the ground than usual. We did however note 35 Tawny Pipits, 20
White Wagtails, 30 Isabelline and 25 Desert Wheatears, three Asian Desert Warblers, five
Desert Grey Shrikes and a single fly-away Greater Hoopoe-lark.

By evening we returned to Thumrayt and enjoyed a meal in a local restaurant before retiring
to our fairly basic but clean and adequate hotel.
7 February: An early start was the order of the day and so we were away before sunrise
heading west to the tiny desert hamlet of Mudday. By dawn we were checking the palms and
desert scrub around the village, soon noting the lovely Nile Valley Sunbirds, four of which
showed during the morning. Our main quarry was the enigmatic and much south-after
Hypocolius.
After an hour or so of looking, a group of these wonderful ‘desert waxwings’ flew in and we all
enjoyed close views of some eight birds as they fed on fruit, sitting out on wires and flying
around their winter-feeding quarters. This is a bird that always brings smiles to the faces of
birders.

The enigmatic Hypocolius is a
rare but regular visitor to Oman
A pair of Sand Partridge walked away down a side wadi and other species noted included an
African Paradise-flycatcher, four Lesser Whitethroats, five Arabian Babblers, Asian Koel, two
Brown-necked Ravens and finally two Desert Larks at the ‘camel farm’. Swirling flocks of
Chestnut-bellied Sandgrouse catching the desert light and coming in to drink around village
pool created a spectacular scene, the total numbering some 400 birds.
We then set off back south, calling in at the Frankincense plantation open to the public with
information boards where we could learn more about this much fabled tree and its highly prized
sap and resin. Even here an Asian Desert Warbler showed well. Before we left the desert,
some of the group wanted to give the larks another chance, so one car then returned to an
area north of Thumrayt. Here, eventually after much searching, the observers located a Bartailed Desert Lark and three Greater Hoopoe-larks, proving as expected that they were still

around and that we’d just been unlucky on the previous day. The other vehicle returned to
Salalah undertaking some reconnaissance work around a former irrigated farm.
This produced some great birds including Montagu’s Harrier, no less than five Bluethroats,
both Isabelline and Turkestan Shrike on adjacent territories and several Rosy Starlings. We
all re-grouped back at the Salalah Hilton where we enjoyed the creature comforts of this fine
hotel and all commenting on how much we had enjoyed our desert sortie.
8 February: After breakfast we drove the few minutes to Raysut where we had a walk around
the water treatment plant. Here 48 Abdim’’s Storks had gathered and two Spur-winged and a
single Red-wattled Lapwing was found. Side by side comparison of Little and Temminck’s
Stints were instructive as ever. A handful of ‘flava’ wagtails included adult Black-headed,
Grey-headed and Blue-headed types. The quickly warming air produced several ‘kettles’ of
raptors coming from the nearby rubbish dump, so we headed there next.
Here we witnessed a spectacular display of eagles involving an estimated ten Greater Spotted,
800 Steppe and 20 Eastern Imperials all giving quite an amazing sight.

One of many superb Steppe Eagles
After we had had our fill of eagles (but can you ever get enough?), we headed down to the
coast where the shallow stream of the wadi met the shoreline on the edge of Salalah port. We
had visited this spot the previous year, and again it proved to be extremely productive. New
for the trip were a Greater White-fronted Goose, two Great White Pelicans, a single Sacred
Ibis and a Pheasant-tailed Jacana. Several Garganey, Greater Flamingos and 140 White
Storks were scattered around whilst a few of each eagle species flew overhead plus five Black
Kites.
Waders included 20 Lesser and three Greater Sandplovers, 12 Ruff, 30 Temminck’s Stints,
400 Little Stints, five Common Snipe, 20 Terek Sandpipers, 20 Wood Sandpipers, two Marsh
and a single Broad-billed Sandpiper. Groups of the larger white-headed gulls included 70
Steppe (barbensis) with six Pallas’s alongside.

Lunch was taken in a harbourside restaurant, where the fish was very fresh and tasty.
Afterwards we had a break back at hotel to relax and recharge our batteries. By late afternoon
we were ready again and revisited the old Jarziz farm area where around the perimeter market
garden areas, both Isabelline and Turkestan Shrike were on neighbouring winter territories
and three Horsfield’s (Singing) Bushlark’s were song flighting. Extensive dried out meadows
produced a male Caspian Stonechat showing characteristics of the race hemprichii, whilst
some 25 Isabelline and six Desert Wheatears were scattered across the area. Rosy Starlings
are always a welcome sight and we enjoyed a flock of 200 or so as they fed and came to drink
in puddles. A single Richard’s Pipit flew over with three Red-throated Pipits doing like-wise
as if heading to roost. With the sun beginning to set, a few harriers also showed including five
Marsh and two Montagu’s.
9 February: Our last full day began at Ayn Hamran, where we enjoyed a leisurely morning
walk through the trees which held two Common Chiffchaffs, four Arabian Warblers, 300
Abyssinian White-eyes, a Red-breasted Flycatcher, 15 Blackstarts, six Palestine and four
Arabian Sunbirds, two Long-billed Pipits and two Black-crowned Tchagras. A Pin-tailed Snipe
was a surprise find here, feeding in a tiny wet area formed by a water pipe leakage. Several
African Paradise-flycatchers gave us a glimpse of the exotic bird life on offer.

A quick stop on the dry coastal plain en-route to Wadi Darbat produced nice views of seven
Black-crowned Sparrow-larks, including two fine males. At the wadi itself, the trees afforded
some welcome shade, with much the same selection of birds as earlier in the day being noted.
An ice-cream refuelling stop on the edge of Salalah again yielded an Oriental Honey-buzzard,
plus two Booted and a close Eastern Imperial Eagle.

Black-crowned Sparrow-larks proved elusive this year, though
several nice males were seen

African Paradise-flycatcher in Ayn Hamran

Our final site visit was back at the old Jarziz Farm where despite only having two hours we
consolidated on our haul of the day before. The Caspian Stonechat was again present.
A nice male Pallid Harrier was finally added to the trip list, with two male and a juvenile
Montagu’s Harrier. Sadly the habitat was a little too dried out and degraded for any Sociable
Lapwings or Pacific Golden Plovers which we had seen here the year before. As the sun
began to set on our final day, we were treated to both Tree (50) and Red-throated (18) Pipits
coming into roost from their daytime feeding areas amongst the plantations and smaller private
agricultural plots nearby. The pipits settled in a couple of isolated dead trees, allowing some
very nice views.

It was time to return to our hotel for a final lovely meal and a few drinks in the warm night air.
As the hotel’s entertainers played music, we mused on what a great birding tour it had been
with everyone saying how much they had enjoyed their first experience of Oman.
Thanks go to all the group for their camaraderie and fun and for making the tour so enjoyable.
Photographs were provided for this trip report by Mark Cook and Ken Pinney to whom we
extend our thanks.
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