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For most foreign birders, Iran is very mysterious 
and generally difficult to get to. The country’s 

position makes for an impressive diversity of bird-
life. Iran is a large country, measuring 1.6 million 
km2, thus larger than Belgium, France, Germany, 
Portugal, Spain and the Netherlands together. It 
covers 1350 km from the south-west to the north-
east and 2250 km from the south-east to the north-
west, which makes it the second largest country in 
the Middle East besides Saudi Arabia. In 2014, the 
population was estimated at 78.5 million, includ-
ing 8.3 million in Tehran, the capital. The largest 
ethnic group are the Persians but there are several 
others, for instance Azerbaijani and Kurds in the 
north-west, Turkmens in the north-east, Balochs in 
the south-east and there is an Arabic minority in 
the south-west. The large majority of Iranians 
(89%) are Shia Muslims.

The official language is Farsi, an Indo-European 
language (like most European languages) with 
Arabian loan words (essentially from the Koran). 

Other minority languages apart from Arabic are 
Azerbaijani, Kurdish and Turkmen. When I visited 
Iran the first time in 2003, few people understood 
English. Today this is totally different. The average 
man in the street usually does not know English 
but many youths, academics, staff of main hotels 
and guides speak good English.

Iranians are in general very open, welcoming 
and friendly. Among the growing minority that 
speaks English it is quite common that they will 
contact you – simply out of curiosity and to find an 
opportunity to practise their English. It is obvious 
that Iranians are very pleased to hear that you en-
joy their country. 

This paper is based on my experiences during 
13 trips to Iran between April 2003 and December 
2018.

Geography, landscape and infrastructure
Throughout southern Iran, the marine coast bor-
ders the Persian Gulf, Strait of Hormuz and Gulf of 

Birding in Iran
 Magnus Ullman

1 Pleske’s Ground Jay / Perzische Steppegaai Podoces pleskei, Khar Touran, Semnan, Iran, 21 April 2005  
(Magnus Ullman). Iran’s prime bird, endemic and charismatic. Often on lookout from top of Zygophyllum bush.
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Oman. In the north there is the brackish coast of 
the Caspian Sea. Most of the western part is moun-
tainous with two major mountain ranges, the 
Zagros in the west and the Alborz in the north. 

Particularly the latter reaches alpine al-
titudes and the Damavand is the highest 
peak west of the Himalayas at 5671 m 
above sea level (plate 2). In the north-
east vast broad-leaved forests occur  
(figure 1).

The Caspian region – the area be-
tween the Caspian Sea and Alborz –  
receives high precipitation and is largely 
cultivated, primarily with rice. Khu ze-
stan in the south-west is to a great extent 
also arable land, being irrigated with 
water flowing down from the Zagros 
mountains. On the other hand, much of 
the eastern part of the country is quite 
dry with semi-arid steppes, semi-deserts 
and deserts, dominated by two vast de-
serts, Dasht-e Kavir and Dasht-e Lut.

Major roads are generally good and 
traffic safety has improved a lot in the 
last decade or so since many main 
roads are dual carriageways nowadays. 
To reach some of the birding hotspots 
you will have to travel on dirt roads, 

and a 4WD is frequently necessary.
Hotel standard ranges from quite good to excel-

lent in major cities, while smaller cities and vil-
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FIGURE 1 Map of Iran (Magnus Ullman)

3 Crab-plovers / Krabplevieren Dromas ardeola, Tiab creek, Hormozgan, Iran, 20 January 2016 (Magnus Ullman). 
Part of a flock of 570 birds; this species occurs in substantial flocks in mangrove areas along shores of Strait of 
Hormuz.  4 Great Stone-curlew / Grote Griel Esacus recurvirostris, Tiab creek, Hormozgan, Iran, 21 January 2018 

(Magnus Ullman). Large-eyed and mainly active after dusk; by day, usually seen just resting, often in shadow. 2 Damavand, Mazandaran, Iran, 22 April 2007 (Magnus Ullman). Probably the most famous view in Iran.
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5 African Darter / Afrikaanse Slangenhalsvogel Anhinga rufa, with Pygmy Cormorant / Dwergaalscholver Microcarbo 
pygmaeus, Hoor al-Azim, Khuzestan, Iran, 6 December 2017 (Ehsan Talebi). For long impossible for WP listers but 
nowadays achievable in Iran since border area with Iraq opened up few years ago.  6 Great Knots / Grote Kanoeten 
Calidris tenuirostris, Golshar shore, Hormozgan, Iran, 19 January 2016 (Magnus Ullman). This species regularly oc-
curs in moderate numbers along shores of Bandar Abbas.  7 Goliath Heron / Reuzenreiger Ardea goliath, Shahr-e 
Now creek, Hormozgan, Iran, 29 November 2017 (Kjell A Dokka). Scarce, possibly decreasing species, not always 

easy to find.

lages may only have basic accommodation. If you 
want to stay close to the Khar Touran desert, you 
may be accommodated in private homes, sleeping 
on a mattress on the floor, but with shower and 
toilet – definitely worthwhile (considering that the 
alternative would be to drive for three to four hours 
in early morning from the nearest hotel in Bastam).

Good or fairly good restaurants are usually not 
difficult to find along major roads, also away from 
populated areas. In some cases, you need to carry 
food for a full day’s birding.

Timing
While summer is perhaps best avoided, largely be-
cause of high temperatures, Iran is worth visiting 
throughout autumn, winter and spring. During late 
autumn, temperatures are moderate even in the 
southern province of Hormozgan and birding is 
excellent then as well as during winter. Spring, of 
course, in many ways is the best time, which 
means that birders can visit from c the second 
week of April. From c 20 March onwards, trips 
should be avoided because many people are trav-
elling to celebrate Iranian New Year Norouz; dur-
ing that time, hotels are full and there will be no 
one to take care of you because everyone is on 
leave. I have always been recommended not to ar-
rive before 10 April. If you make a grand tour in 
April, start in the south before it gets too hot there. 

Avifauna
While the Iranian birdlife to some extent is a  
mixture of Indian, Central Asian and Middle 
Eastern elements, it is firmly established within the 
Western Palearctic (WP) avifauna. Because of the 
mountain chains it is in some aspects closer relat-
ed to Euro pean bird communities than several 
other Middle Eastern or North African countries 
(Ullman 2009). Iran is nowadays included in the 
WP by Dutch Birding, Shirihai & Svensson (2018) 
and many other authorities. A total of 551 species 
was listed for Iran in Khaleghi zadeh et al (2017), 
and current ly the grand total stands at 556 (www.
iranbirdrecords.ir/page/Iran-Bird-List; Abolghasem 
Kha le ghi zadeh in litt).

Iran’s prime bird is the endemic and charismatic 
Pleske’s Ground Jay Podoces pleskei. Several other 
species have small or insignificant populations 
outside the country or are difficult to find in other 
regions for various reasons, including Cas pian Tit 
Poecile hyrcanus, Iraq Babbler Argya altirostris, 
Afghan Babbler A huttoni, Basra Reed Warbler 
Acrocephalus griseldis and Sistan Scrub Sparrow 
Passer yatii. Omani Owl Strix butleri has to this 
date only been recorded in Iran, Oman and the 

United Arab Emirates (cf Porter & Aspinall 2010, 
Kaboli et al 2016, Khaleghizadeh et al 2017, 
Shirihai & Svensson 2018).

Several species essentially from the Indian fau-
nal region (or further east) have their sole WP oc-
currence in Iran, including Great Stone-curlew 
Esacus recurvirostris, Spotted Owlet Athene bra-
ma, Bay-backed Shrike Lanius vittatus, Cinereous 
Tit Parus cinereus, Sand Lark Alaudala raytal, Pied 
Bush Chat Saxicola caprata and Masked Wagtail 
Motacilla personata. Also, Iran is important for 
Turkish Fish Owl Bubo semenowi (Iran/Turkey) 
and Indian White-eye Zosterops palpebrosus (Iran/
Oman). Sind Woodpecker Dendrocopos assimilis 
is restricted to Iran, Pakistan and a minor Indian 
area close to the Pakistani border. In the WP, 
White-winged Grosbeak Mycerobas carnipes is a 
Central Asian species only occurring in Iran. 
Black-headed Penduline Tit Remiz pendulinus ma-
cronyx, nowadays often regarded as a full species, 
has its only WP occurrence in Iran apart from a 
small area along the Ural river in north-western 
Kazakhstan (cf Barani-Beiranvand et al 2017, 
Shirihai & Svensson 2018). Goliath Heron Ardea 
goliath and African Darter Anhinga rufa have ex-
tensive world ranges but in the WP they may be 
difficult or nearly impossible to find outside Iran. 
Sistan Scrub Sparrow is largely confined to the 
wetlands of the Sistan basin on the border of Iran 
and Afghanistan and thus has a highly restricted 
world range (Ayé et al 2012).

While there are several feral populations of 
Common Myna Acridotheres tristis in the Middle 
East, Iran is the only WP area where it is indige-
nous. A similar situation applies to White-eared 
Bulbul Pycnonotus leucotis, with indigenous pop-
ulations in Iran but feral populations in the Persian 
Gulf states from Iraq south to Oman (cf Porter & 
Aspinall 2010, Shirihai & Svensson 2018).

One of the most typical genera for the Middle 
East is the wheatears Oenanthe. Iran is no excep-
tion and a total of 13 species breed; in spring you 
will find several species in most areas (many are 
migratory and do not winter in Iran). While Kurdish 
Wheatear O xanthoprymna only has a small popu-
lation in the north-west, the main ranges of both 
Hume’s Wheatear O albonigra and Red-tailed 
Wheatear O chrysopygia are found in Iran. Even 
Variable Wheatear O picata – largely an Oriental/
Central Asian species – has a reasonable breeding 
and wintering population in Iran. Eastern Black-
eared Wheatear O melanoleuca and Pied Wheat-
ear O pleschanka meet in the central Alborz range 
where they frequently hybridise, which frankly 
makes identification of Finsch’s Wheatear O fin-
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8 Black Kite / Zwarte Wouw Milvus migrans, juvenile, Koshtargah, Hormozgan, Iran, 24 November 2017 (Magnus 
Ullman). Wintering Black Kites of Iran (and other parts of Middle East) are intermediate between Black-eared Kite 
M lineatus from East Asia (broad wings, extensive white base to outer primaries, inner primaries distinctly barred, pale 
rear underbody) and Black Kite from Europe (feet and cere yellow), while sixth (counting inwards) primary is inter-
mediate in length between Black-eared and Black. Until it is understood if this is hybrid population or subspecies/
species of its own, these birds are perhaps best referred to as M (m) ‘intermedius’.  9 Crested Honey Buzzard / 
Aziatische Wespendief Pernis ptilorhynchus, adult male, Jahad park, Hormozgan, Iran, 19 January 2018 (Magnus 
Ullman). Bandar Abbas to Minab is good area to study this species in winter.  10 Spotted Owlet / Brahmaanse 
Steenuil Athene brama, Gonewordi, Hormozgan, Iran, 23 January 2016 (Magnus Ullman). Species representing ex-
clusive element from Indian avifauna, frequenting palm groves in southern Iran.  11 Shikra / Shikra Accipiter badius 
cenchroides, Azini creek, Hormozgan, Iran, 22 January 2016 (Magnus Ullman). Fairly common breeding species in 

north-eastern Iran and wintering bird in southern Iran, where it also scarcely breeds.

Both Great Stone-curlew and Crab-plover Dro-
mas ardeola occur throughout the year and can 
often be found in good numbers if you make a 
boat trip, for instance in Tiab creek or Azini creek. 
Apart from the creeks, good sites for shorebirds are 
Golshar shore just outside Bandar Abbas and also 
the tidal beaches and mangrove areas around the 
island Qeshm. Before you start scanning for shore-
birds at Golshar shore, make sure you tick off the 
Sand Larks. Other wading birds are several species 
of heron including Striated Heron Butorides stria-
ta, Indian Pond Heron Ardeola grayii and Indian 
Reef Heron Egretta gularis schistacea. If you make 
a boat trip from Jask, you have a fair chance to see 
Goliath Heron at Shahr-e Now creek.

During winter, Steppe Gull Larus barabensis is 
common, Heuglin’s Gull L heuglini is regular, while 
Caspian Gull L cachinnans seems a lot more scarce. 
From mid-winter, Pallas’s Gull L ichthyaetus is 
found in decent numbers, and if you make a creek 
boat trip you may see gatherings of 100s around 
the outer sandbanks, where Red-necked Phalarope 
Phalaropus lobatus may also occur. A total of 9785 
Pallas’s was recorded in southern Iran in January 
2009 (Amini & van Roomen 2009). Also, it is dur-
ing such a boat trip that you have a chance to see 
Indian White-eye, which is restricted in the WP to 
vast mangrove forests in Iran and Oman (Zekhuis & 
Ghasemi 2009). Sooty Gull L hemprichii is scarce 
but does occur around Jask, where Persian Shear-
water  Puffinus  persicus is also a possibility. In 
groups of terns, Lesser Crested Tern Sterna benga-
lensis and Greater Crested Tern S bergii are regular 
along the shores, as is (probably) Saunders’s Tern 
Sternula saundersi, although identification is a 
griev ous task outside the breeding season.

However, Hormozgan has much more than 
waterbirds. In winter, Black Kite Milvus (migrans) 
‘intermedius’ (Forsman 2016) is common to abun-
dant, while Greater Spotted Eagle Clanga clanga is 
also common and several will be seen during a 
creek boat trip. Small but fair numbers of Crested 
Honey Buzzard Pernis ptilorhynchus winter in the 
area, while Black-winged Kite Elanus caeruleus of 
the Indian subspecies E c vociferus and Shikra 
Accipiter badius are year-round residents. White-
eyed Buzzard Butastur teesa occurs from Bandar 
Abbas and further east but is very rarely reported.

Sind Woodpecker and Spotted Owlet occur in 
date palm groves, perhaps not always easy to find 
but certainly not rare. In spring, Pied Bush Chat is 
found in the sparser, more open parts of the palm 
groves.

Kuh-e Genu is a high but not alpine mountain 
where you will not be able to get higher than a 

gate at c 1700 m above sea level where, even in 
winter, you will find interesting birds, such as See-
see Partridge Ammoperdix griseogularis, Eastern 
Rock Nuthatch Sitta tephronota and Striolated 
Bunting Emberiza striolata. A Common Cuckoo 
Cuculus canorus seen here on 26 January 2018 
was a surprise (pers obs). In spring you can add 
Little Swift Apus affinis, Bay-backed Shrike, several 
wheatear species and Upcher’s Warbler Hippolais 
languida.

In recent years, parks and palm groves around 
Bandar Abbas and Minab have offered several va-
grants. Hume’s Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus humei 
is perhaps best regarded as a scarce visitor but also 
true vagrants such as Ashy Drongo Dicrurus leu-
cophaeus, Forest Wagtail Dendronanthus indicus 
and Olive-backed Pipit Anthus hodgsoni have 
been reported (Ullman & Ullman 2016, Khil et al 
2019). Black-naped Monarchs Hypothymis azurea 
recorded near Jask on 13 February 2011 and at 
Bandar Abbas on 31 January 2020 concerned the 
only WP records (Alieslam 2014, Dutch Birding 
42: plate 180, 132, 2020).

Khuzestan
Khuzestan is one of the two main cultivated re-
gions in Iran, irrigated with water from the Karun 
river and tributaries that join the Euphrates and 
Tigris rivers in Shatt al Arab to flow into the Persian 
Gulf (figure 3). Although marshlands have been 
dried for cultivation on a large scale the main bird-
ing will concentrate around various wetlands.

While there are other options, I would recom-
mend a stay in an Ahwaz hotel. Many of the best 
birding sites are found along the road to Shush. 
White-eared Bulbul, Iraq Babbler and Afghan 
Babbler are common and widespread. Iraq is re-
stricted to narrow belts of reed, usually along ca-
nals or ditches, while Afghan has a much wider 
choice of habitat, often in various types of scrub. 

schii a tough challenge, unless views are first rate. 
A winter visit, when Eastern Black-eared, Pied and 
any hybrids are in Africa, is recommended to study 
wintering Finsch’s!

Hormozgan
Hormozgan is the southern coastal province situ-
ated around the Strait of Hormuz (figure 2). Main 
roads are fine and generally have light traffic. 
Hotels are good in Bandar Abbas, basic to decent 
in Minab and Sirik, and basic to good (depending 
on availability) in Jask.

Along the Strait of Hormuz there are vast tidal 
beaches holding good numbers of birds through-
out winter. The area is a haven for wintering shore-
birds of which many occur at least into April. 
Lesser Sand Plover Anarhynchus atrifrons and 
Greater Sand Plover A leschenaultii, as well as 
Great Knot Calidris tenuirostris and Terek Sand-
piper Xenus cinereus are regular. Pacific Golden 
Plover Pluvialis fulva, Broad-billed Sandpiper 
C falcinellus, Temminck’s Stint C temminckii and 
Marsh Sandpiper Tringa stagnatilis are also found 
but in smaller numbers. 

FIGURE 2 Map of south-eastern Iran (Magnus Ullman)
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In the winter months, you may also be able to per-
form comparative studies of European Stonechat 
S rubicola and Siberian Stonechat S maurus of sub-
species S m variegatus and S m hemprichii.

Grey-headed Swamphen Porphyrio poliocepha-
lus, Goliath Heron and African Darter are resident 
but restricted to the vast Hoor al-Azim wetland 
along the Iraqi border, where Basra Reed Warbler 
is also found during the breeding season. Although 
many marshes are drained, there still is good wet-
land habitat to be found, and 170 Pied Kingfishers 
Ceryle rudis were feeding in a limited area of 
Tavahe wetland on 6 February 2017 (pers obs). 
Red-wattled Lapwing Vanellus indicus (common) 
and White-tailed Lapwing V leucurus (rather com-
mon) are resident.

The long-billed and long-legged Mesopotamian 
Crow Corvus capellanus is a scarce resident and 
rarely seen in flocks. It has recently (and wisely) 
received full species status, at least in the  
Dutch Birding checklist (www.dutchavifauna.nl/
wpvogelnamen), and is endemic to Iran and in Iraq 
in the area between the Euphrates and Tigris. Dead 
Sea Sparrow Passer moabiticus occurs through out 
the year but is easier to find in spring. Eastern 
Moustached Warbler A melanopogon mi mi cus is 

in full song and quite easy to observe in February 
but silent and very difficult to find by spring. Dau-
rian Shrike L isabellinus is rather common in winter 
and replaced by Red-tailed Shrike L phoe nicuroides 
in spring. Steppe Grey Shrike L lahtora pallidirostris 
may also occur in winter. 

Apart from the birds mentioned above, the ex-
cellent Khuzestan breeding avifauna also includes 
Black-winged Kite (increasing), Egyptian Nightjar 
Caprimulgus aegyptius, Blue-cheeked Bee-eater 
Merops persicus (common) and Grey Hypocolius 
Hypocolius ampelinus.

Alborz
If you arrive in Iran on a late night flight to Tehran, 
the first thing you see when you look out from your 
hotel window in the morning may be the snow-
covered peaks of the Alborz range. Travelling from 
Tehran to the Caspian Sea or other parts of north-
eastern Iran means traversing the Alborz, normally 
having sight of the magnificent silhouette of 
Damavand (plate 2). It will give you a first chance 
to meet Iran’s alpine birdlife near Lar at 2600 m 
above sea level by the Damavand foothills: for in-
stance Bearded Vulture Gypaetus barbatus, Cau-
casian Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros ochru-
ros, Common Rock Thrush Monti cola saxatilis and 
Western Rock Nuthatch S neumayer. Eurasian Sky-
lark Alauda arvensis and Cau casian Horned Lark 
Eremophila penicillata are singing side by side. 

There are several good areas along the extensive 
Alborz range, and one of the best is Parvar further 
east (figure 4). A good idea is to park at 2400 m 
above sea level along the main road and walk up-
hill to c 2600 m. Caspian Snowcock Tetraogallus 
caspius thrives along the upper ridges and is regu-
larly heard and seen as soon as you step out of the 
vehicle. Other species are dealt with as you slowly 
venture upwards: White-throated Robin Irania gut-
turalis, Common Rock Thrush, White-winged 
Snow finch Montifringilla nivalis, Red-fronted Serin 
Serinus pusillus and Grey-necked Bunting E bu-
chanani. The vegetation is low and sparse and 
moving uphill is straightforward, although a bit 
steep. White-throated Robins are often found 
around the few substantial shrubberies. As you 
reach the altitude where snowfinch flocks fly along 
the slope, it is time to focus on what is perhaps the 
top bird of the area, Plain Leaf Warbler P neglec-
tus, breeding surprisingly high and in remarkably 
sparse vegetation. Another gem that breeds in the 
area is Radde’s Accentor Prunella ocularis, al-
though its secretive habits make it notoriously dif-
ficult to find. It is obviously less complicated in 
winter as it moves down a couple of 100 m – when 

FIGURE 3 Map of south-western Iran (Magnus Ullman)

12 Bay-backed Shrike / Bruinrugklauwier Lanius vittatus, Genu, Hormozgan, Iran, 16 April 2007 (Magnus Ullman). 
One of several Indian elements in Iranian avifauna.  13 Sind Woodpecker / Tamariskspecht Dendrocopos assimilis, adult 
male, Asheghan, Hormozgan, Iran, 23 January 2018 (Magnus Ullman). Species with quite interesting general range for 
woodpecker: largely in desert/semi-desert land where scant tree vegetation occurs.  14 White-eared Bulbul / Witoor-
buulbuul Pycnonotus leucotis, Minab, Hormozgan, Iran, 14 April 2007 (Magnus Ullman). Indigenous in Iran (unlike in, 

eg, United Arab Emirates). 
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15 Green Warbler / Groene Fitis Phylloscopus nitidus, Cheshme Majerad, Khar Touran, Semnan, Iran, 25 April 2013 
(Magnus Ullman). Species is common in, eg, coppices and gardens over much of country during migration.   
16 Indian White-eye / Indiase Brilvogel Zosterops palpebrosus, Azini creek, Hormozgan, Iran, 22 January 2016 
(Magnus Ullman). Odd element of Iranian avifauna, restricted to few mangrove areas around Strait of Hormuz.   
17 Sand Lark / Indische Zandleeuwerik Alaudala raytal, Golshar shore, Bandar Abbas, Hormozgan, Iran, 19 January 
2016 (Magnus Ullman). Best seen in early morning, before area gets too crowded.  18 Plain Leaf Warbler / Dwerg-
tjiftjaf Phylloscopus neglectus, Parvar South, Semnan, Iran, 30 April 2017 (Magnus Ullman). Species breeding well 

above treeline.

19 Caspian Stonechat / Kaspische Roodborsttapuit Saxicola maurus hemprichii, adult male, Mazrae Seh, Khuzestan, 
Iran, 6 February 2017 (Magnus Ullman). This taxon occurs in southern Iran in winter (breeding north of Caucasus). 
Note extensive white on tail base.  20 Armenian Stonechat / Armeense Roodborsttapuit Saxicola maurus variegatus, 
adult male, Helveh, Khuzestan, Iran, 3 February 2017 (Magnus Ullman). This taxon breeds in northern Iran and 
winters in southern part. Note very restricted white on tail-base.  21 Eversmann’s Redstart / Eversmanns Roodstaart 
Phoenicurus erythronotus, adult male, Parvar DOE, Mazandaran, Iran, 9 December 2018 (Mattias Ullman). Quite 
widespread in winter in thorny scrub over much of Iran.  22 Radde’s Accentor / Steenheggenmus Prunella ocularis, 
Mirza Bayloo, North Khorasan, Iran, 7 December 2018 (Magnus Ullman). Much desired species that is probably 

much more numerous than observations reveal.
it is also often found next to Eversmann’s Redstart 
P erythronotus, a winterer from Central Asian and 
southern Siberian breeding quarters.

There are several good sites in the Parvar area, 
for instance Kaverd, a magnificent gorge with ver-
tical rock walls reaching for the sky on both sides 
of the road, where Wallcreeper Tichodroma mu-
raria is sometimes recorded. Continuing further to 
the end of the road (or rather beyond the end), you 
reach Mulla Deh where Caspian Tit roams the 
Hyrcan forest, which in these upper realms means 
shrubberies and moderately high trees such as 
Oriental Hornbeam Carpinus orientalis and wild 
fruit trees.

Turning to mammals, Afghan Pika Ochotona 
rufescens occurs around Parvar and Persian Ibex 
Capra aegagrus is common and easy to see (no 
hunting is allowed within the reserve).

Mazandaran
The precipitation in the lowlands south of the 
Caspian Sea is higher than in most areas in Iran 
and rice fields cover much of the area (figure 4). 
Two particular features of the Caspian range are 
called damgah and abbandan. Damgahs are quite 
extensive wetlands that are established to attract 
wintering ducks that are caught or shot for con-
sumption or for sale at the local market. Apart from 

1000s of Siberian ducks there is one damgah, 
Feredoun Kenar damgah, that is renowned for 
‘Omid’, the only Siberian Crane Leucogeranus leu-
cogeranus of the WP, a single male left alone when 
its female did not return 12 years ago (formerly, 
there was a large flock; Ławicki & Tizrooyan 2018). 

The abbandans are water reservoirs used for fish 
breeding and rice field irrigation as well as for duck 
trapping. Some of these ponds also hold breeding 
Black-headed Penduline Tit. In most winters, over a 
million waterbirds winter in Mazan daran (van Diek 
et al 2004, Winkel et al 2010), largely in Gorgan 
bay, an enormous bay in the south-eastern corner 

of the Caspian Sea that is immensely important for 
wintering Siberian and Central Asian ducks and 
other waterbirds. An aerial survey carried out on 26 
January 2009 over the entire Miankaleh and 
Gorgan bay area revealed 52 710 Greater Flamin-
gos Phoenicopterus roseus and 778 970 Eurasian 
Coots Fulica atra (Winkel et al 2010), demonstrat-
ing the colossal importance of this area.

Apart from holding good numbers of breeding 
Ménétriés’s Warbler Sylvia mystacea and migrating 
Green Warblers P nitidus, Miankaleh is a fine 
spring migratory route for harriers and other rap-
tors. Large numbers of raptors move from Africa to 
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Central Asia and Siberia via Iran in spring. While 
the larger species, such as Steppe Eagle Aquila  
nipalensis but also Steppe Buzzard Buteo buteo 
vulpinus, move on a broad front across much of 
the country, smaller raptors are concentrated along 
the c 60 km long flyway of the Miankaleh spit dur-
ing spring migration. A total of 284 West ern Marsh 
Harriers Circus aeruginosus, 263 Pallid Harriers 
C macrourus, 567 Eurasian Sparrowhawks A nisus 
and 424 Black Kites were logged at Ashura Deh on 
4-18 April 2008 (Ullman & Ullman 2010).

Autumn migration has not been studied much in 
the past, but a first systematic count of raptors in 
the south east Caspian range was undertaken at 
Bardena near the city of Galugah on the northern 
slopes of Alburz (figure 4) between 20 September 
and 23 October 2020, alas without my participa-
tion due to coronavirus measures. In this period, 
27 species of raptors and falcons were recorded, 
with more than 12 000 eagles, mostly Steppe 
Eagles; 9 October was an exceptionally fine day 
with more than 2200 large eagles and nearly 800 
Common Cranes Grus grus (Ehsan Talebi in litt). 

North-eastern Iran
Khar Touran (plate 37) is not only an exceptionally 
beautiful semi-desert but also home to some of the 
most desired members of Iran’s wildlife. The prime 
target for any visitor is Pleske’s Ground Jay, restrict-
ed to Zygophyllum plains (cf Satei et al 2010, 
Nazarizadeh et al 2015). It is one of only four spe-
cies of ground jay, all found in Central and East 
Asia. Moreover, you have a fair chance to see 
Macqueen’s Bustard Chlamydotis macqueenii, 
Cream-colored Courser Cursorius cursor, Steppe 
Grey Shrike, Asian Desert Warbler S nana, Sykes’s 
Warbler Iduna rama, Pied Bush Chat, Variable 
Wheatear and Pale Rockfinch Carpospiza brachy-
dactyla, a species that has its main breeding range 
in Iran. Apart from the ground jay, it is normally a 

mammal that is highest on visitors’ wish lists, 
namely the shy Persian Onager Equus hemionus 
onager, also called Asian Wild Ass but more of a 
zebra without stripes than a donkey. You will never 
see any of Khar Touran’s Cheetahs Acinonyx juba-
tus but it is great to know that they are there!

Some of the latest spring arrivals in Iran concern 
Rosy Starling Pastor roseus and Red-headed Bun-
ting E bruniceps, that may not reach their north-
eastern Iranian breeding grounds until 20-25 April, 
when they are found in open country, for instance 
around Mirza Bayloo. Eastern Goldfinch Carduelis 
carduelis caniceps, nowadays often regarded as a 
full species, is resident in the area and not uncom-
mon. Masked Wagtail is also a common resident. 
On your way to Mirza Bayloo, you pass Golestan 
National Park, a magnificent green area with large 
Oriental Beech Fagus orientalis and the dense  
forests holds difficult-to-find Semicollared Fly-
catcher Ficedula semitorquata. 

Massive numbers of Central Asian birds winter 
on the vast Turkaman steppes in Golestan province 
(nowadays largely cultivated), and the Gomishan 
area is a good site to check. Probably over 50 000 
Pin-tailed Sandgrouse Pterocles alchata were seen 
in January 2009 (Amini & van Roomen 2009), 
while 20 000 to 30 000 Calandra Larks Melano-
corypha calandra were recorded at Panseaco 
shrimpsite on 1 December 2018 (pers obs). Small 
numbers of White-winged Lark A leucoptera and 
Pine Bunting E leucocephalos may also occur, 
while Black-throated Thrush Turdus atrogularis is 
quite regular. In early December 2018, a total of 
90 (35 and 55, respectively) Finsch’s Wheatears 
were spotted around the Alagol lake and along the 
road from Gonbad-e Qabus to the Turkmenistan 
border (pers obs), probably wintering birds from 
the partly migratory Central Asian population.

Although there are very few observations in re-
cent decades, White-crowned Penduline Tit R coro-
natus might prove to be a regular winter visitor 
along the Golestan-Turkmenistan border, where 
Cinereous Tit P cinereus is also found. The best 
mammal here is Jungle Cat Felis chaus, which is 
sometimes seen in the area.

Travelling
Regarding safeness, I imagine Iran is perhaps more 
safe than the general situation in the Middle East, 
at least that is the impression you get. I have never 
experienced a hostile or even unpleasant incident. 
On the contrary, you are practically always met 
with a friendly smile.

Since virtually no one in the countryside knows 
English and few road signs have Latin letters, it is 

23 Cinereous Tit / Grijze Koolmees Parus cinereus, Almagol, Golestan, Iran, 4 December 2018 (Magnus Ullman). 
This species occurs in extreme north-eastern part of Iran.  24 Eastern Goldfinches / Oostelijke Putters Carduelis car-
duelis caniceps, Dasht DOE, North Khorasan, Iran, 26 April 2016 (Magnus Ullman). This taxon lacks black-and-
white head pattern of European birds. Essentially Central Asian species, in WP restricted to Iran.  25 Basra Reed 
Warbler / Basrakarekiet Acrocephalus griseldis, Mazrae Seh, Khuzestan, Iran, 20 April 2007 (Magnus Ullman). 
Mythical species breeding in south-western Iran.  26 Ménétriés’s Warbler / Ménétriés’ Zwartkop Sylvia mystacea 
turcmenica, male, Miankaleh, Mazandaran, Iran, 23 April 2007 (Magnus Ullman). This subspecies is fairly common 

breeder in thick, thorny shrubberies in north-eastern Iran.

FIGURE 4 Map of north-eastern Iran (Magnus Ullman)

advisable to run your trip via an Iranian tour ope-
rator. Some of the best sites to visit are national 
parks and reserves with restricted admission (actu-
ally more often mammal reserves than bird re-
serves), so you will need permission issued by 
Department of Environment (DOE). Sometimes 
you must also have a permit to carry a camera 
(which is no problem at all if you have the permit). 
I strongly recommend that you have all paperwork 
done before arriving in the country – because you 
will be asked to show them by DOE staff in the 
field. Not being able to present the relevant docu-
ments just means loss of valuable time. You will 
need an Iranian tour operator to arrange all this. 

Since a couple of years, it is possible for Europeans 
to acquire an e-visa through the internet and pick 
it up on arrival at the Tehran airport. Again, contact 
your tour operator.

There are several tour operators in Iran but obvi-
ously not all of them can deal with the particular 
needs of western birders. On virtually all my trips 
(private as well as tour-leader), I have used the ser-
vices of Kianoosh Mehrabi (iranrafting@gmail.
com; working for various companies). I can strong-
ly recommend his services. 

The most comprehensive references for the birds 
of Iran are Kaboli et al (2016) and Khaleghi zadeh 
et al (2017) (for a review see https://tinyurl.com/
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smzf5qs) and it may provide a starting point in the 
search for detailed information for planning a trip 
to this fascinating country.

While Iranian ornithology is developing nicely, it 
is obvious that the contact between domestic and 
western birders in recent decades has been very 
rewarding for both parties. If you go, be sure to use 
an Iranian bird guide – for the benefit of us all! And 
finally, do not forget to send your reports of impor-
tant and interesting records to Abolghasem Khale-
ghi zadeh (akhaleghizadeh@gmail.com) of the Iran 
Bird Records Committee (www.iranbirdrecords.ir), 
who is doing a tremendous job compiling Iranian 
observations.

Despite the growing activities of local birders, 
Iran still remains a relatively poorly researched 
country. This is mainly because of the still small 
number of Iranian birdwatchers (especially com-
pared with the size of the country) and very small 
number of foreign birders visiting the country. It 
means that we can continue to anticipate many 
interesting discoveries in Iran in the next years.
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27 Masked Wagtail / Maskerkwikstaart Motacilla personata, Gorgan, Golestan, Iran, 4 December 2018 (Magnus 
Ullman). Common and distinctive Central Asian species, resident in north-eastern Iran.  28 Dead Sea Sparrow / 
Moabmus Passer moabiticus, adult male, Dez, Khuzestan, Iran, 19 April 2007 (Magnus Ullman). Locally common in 
extreme south-western part of Iran. 29 Iraq Babbler / Iraakse Babbelaar Argya altirostris, Sade Shavar, Khuzestan, Iran, 
2 February 2017 (Magnus Ullman). Locally common in south-western Iran but requires reed beds and similar  
settings.  30 Afghan Babbler / Afghaanse Babbelaar Argya huttoni, Sade Shavar, Khuzestan, Iran, 2 February 2017 
(Magnus Ullman). Occurs all over southern Iran, in wider choice of habitat and more often on ground compared 

with Iraq Babbler A altirostris. 

31 Black-headed Penduline Tit / Zwartkopbuidelmees Remiz pendulinus macronyx, Abbandan Babolsar, Mazandaran, 
Iran, 24 April 2017 (Magnus Ullman). Central Asian taxon with very small WP population.  32 White-crowned 
Penduline Tit / Witkruinbuidelmees Remiz coronatus, Kheyr Khvageh, Golestan, Iran, 6 December 2018 (Magnus 
Ullman). Often found skulking in reed beds.  33 Mesopotamian Crow / Mesopotamische Kraai Corvus capellanus, 
near Helveh, Khuzestan, Iran, 3 February 2017 (Magnus Ullman). Charismatic black-and-white bird; note decorative 

ochre streaking of white parts.
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37 Cheshme Majerad, Khar Touran desert, Semnan, Iran, 26 April 2007 (Magnus Ullman). Since long abandoned 
garden, excellent for migrants in spring.  38 Pleske’s Ground Jay / Perzische Steppegaai Podoces pleskei, Khar Touran, 
Semnan, Iran, 27 January 2004 (Harvey van Diek)  39 Pied Bush Chat / Zwarte Roodborsttapuit Saxicola caprata, 

Minab, Hormozgan, Iran, 14 April 2007 (Magnus Ullman). Fairly common summer visitor to eastern Iran.

34 Caspian Tit / Iraanse Mees Poecile hyrcanus, Mullah Deh, Mazandaran, Iran, 30 April 2017 (Magnus Ullman). 
Species endemic to mountain range south of Caspian Sea. 35 Red-headed Bunting / Bruinkopgors Emberiza bruni-
ceps, Dasht café, North Khorasan, Iran, 26 April 2017 (Magnus Ullman). This species arrives late to breeding grounds 
in north-eastern Iran.  36 White-headed Wagtail / Witkopkwikstaart Motacilla leucocephala, Maranjab desert, 
Esfahan, Iran, 13 April 2013 (Magnus Ullman). Variety of ‘yellow wagtails’ sensu lato occurs in Iran, including two 

modern reports of White-headed, breeding mainly in Mongolia.
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Ghaemi, Alireza Hashemi, Seyed Babak Mousavi and 
Ehsan Talebi for great cooperation in the field!

Samenvatting
Vogels kijken in iran  Voor de meeste buitenlandse voge-
laars klinkt Iran mysterieus en welhaast onbereikbaar. 
Het is een reusachtig land in het Midden-Oosten met 
uitzonderlijk gevarieerde habitats, waaronder getijdege-
bieden langs de kusten, hooggebergte, loofbossen, wet-
lands, woestijnen en uitgestrekte in cultuur gebrachte 
gebieden. Deze variatie wordt weerspiegeld in de zeer 
rijke avifauna. Behalve de endemische Perzische Steppe-
 gaai Podoces pleskei broeden er verschillende soorten 
die buiten Iran ook slechts beperkt voorkomen, zoals 
Reuzenreiger Ardea goliath, Afrikaanse Slangen halsvogel 
Anhinga rufa, Krabplevier Dromas ardeola, Omaanse Uil 
Strix butleri, Mesopotamische Kraai Cor vus capellanus, 
Iraanse Mees Poecile hyrcanus, Iraak se Babbelaar Argya 
altirostris, Afghaanse Babbelaar A huttoni, Basrakarekiet 
Acrocephalus griseldis, Dwergtjiftjaf Phylloscopus ne-
glectus en Sistanmus Passer yatii. Ver schil lende soorten 
die overwegend op het Indiase subcontinent voorkomen 
hebben in Iran hun enige verspreiding binnen het West-
Palearctische gebied, zoals Grote Griel Esacus recurvi-
rostris, Brahmaanse Steenuil Athene brama, Tamarisk-
specht Dendrocopos assimilis, Bruinrug klauwier Lanius 
vittatus, Grijze Koolmees Parus cinereus, Indische Zand-
leeuwerik Alaudala raytal, Indi ase Brilvogel Zosterops 
palpebrosus, Zwarte Rood borst tapuit Saxicola caprata en 
Maskerkwikstaart Mota cilla personata. 

In de zomer is het waarschijnlijk te heet om prettig te 
kunnen vogelen maar een bezoek in de winter of het 
voorjaar zal veel kunnen opleveren. Iran ligt op de be-
langrijke trekbaan tussen Siberië/Centraal-Azië en Afrika 
en roofvogeltrek is zowel in het voorjaar als het najaar 
opvallend, met soorten als Steppearend Aquila nipalen-
sis, Steppekiekendief Circus macrourus en andere. Azia-
tische Wespendief Pernis ptilorhynchus overwintert re-
gelmatig in klein aantal, Bastaardarend Clanga clanga is 
wat talrijker. Langs de kusten van de Straat van Hormuz 
overwinteren behoorlijke aantallen Reuzen zwartkop-
meeuw Larus ichthyaetus, Heuglins Meeuw L heuglini en 
Barabameeuw L barabensis, en Grote Kanoeten Calidris 
tenuirostris zijn daar ook te vinden.

Reizen binnen Iran is doorgaans probleemloos dank-
zij een goed ontwikkeld wegennet en redelijk tot goede 
hotels in de steden. Voor een aantal ‘topsoorten’ is het 
nodig om onverharde wegen te nemen met een vier-
wielaangedreven voertuig. Iraniërs zijn vriendelijk en 
behulpzaam maar op het platteland spreekt slechts een 
enkeling Engels. Het is daarom aan te raden om een vo-
gelreis te plannen met een Iraanse touroperator en een 
lokale gids. Voor enkele essentiële vogelplekken zijn 
vergunningen nodig van het ‘Department of Envi-
ronment’ en ook daarbij zijn de diensten van een tour-
operator noodzakelijk, evenals bij het verkrijgen van 
een visum.
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