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Introduction  
 

This tour was planned in summer 2018, when Chinese bird photographer visited Georgia for a week 

time, in order to explore opportunities for the future trips. This time we visited Greater Caucasus 

Mountains of Kazbegi Region and steppe hotspots to the east of Georgia. Despite of reasonably warm 

temperatures, non-breeding and long ago passed migration, we did manage to see and photograph a 

very nice set of resident birds, especially in the countryôs east; Eastern Imperial, Steppe and Lesser 

Spotted Eagles, Pallid and Montaguôs Harriers, Eurasian Griffon, Cinereous and Egyptian Vultures, 

Chukar Partridge, Isabelline, Black-eared, Pied and Finsch's Wheatears, Rufous-tailed Scrub Robin, 

Western Rock Nuthatch and many more. Unfortunately, in Kazbegi we were not able to see 

Güldenstädt's Redstart and Great Rosefinch, because birds were already high up, while we didnôt 

even try to take a hike for them. On the other hand we did photograph a Wallcreeper, Red-fronted 

Serin, Golden Eagle, Lammergeier and other high altitude wings, and we also saw Caucasian Black 

Grouses and Caucasian Snowcocks through scope.  

 

By the end of this journey we had a few ideas in mind for the future tour for Chinese photographers, 

but surprisingly at the end we did point on winter season, with a focus on wintering highlights, but it 

would be short concentrating in only one country, and then came an idea to extend number of days 

and therefore expand the diversity, so this is how Azerbaijan got into our loop. It was just an idea, but 

still long way to go, first with proper planning and then preparations.  

 

Finally it was decided to organize seven days in Georgia and another seven in Azerbaijan. In this way 

group would arrive to Tbilisi, Georgian capital and depart back from Baku, capital of Azerbaijan. 

From a logistic point of view it was doable, but we had to find right dates, as in terms of diversity, as 

well as in terms of weather conditions. After a long emailing we have chosen mid of December as a 

commencement date. For most of the target species this period would suit very well, as well as 

looking back to the weather history it would be the best period in Decemberé also it would allow 

people to arrive back home just before new year. Finally all narratives were ready to be presented and 

we were also looking forward for first signs, but considering the fact that Georgia and Azerbaijan 

would not be very well known countries in China, we did not put big hopes for swift attention, but 

knew in advance that it would take some time for recruitment. It was silent until mid of October, 

when we received a group of four photographers interested to join, but they asked for date change to 

the beginning of December. Despite of such a short notice and request for date change, we did agree 

and started immediate preparation works. Finally everything was seté fingers crossed! 

 

The tour map 
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Summary 
 

Day 1 | 3rd December 2019: Our group 

of five photographers arrived a night 

before the commencement date. The 

plain from China has landed as planned 

at 21:35 and meeting in the airportôs exit 

gate, we quickly transferred to our fancy 

hotel in the center of Tbilisi. This hotel 

nicely fits into the overall interior of the 

historical Avlabari district, with big 

outdoor terraces above the Kura River, 

providing lovely views over the Old 

City. Here we had our first Georgian 

breakfast, enjoying surrounding 

sceneries and some of the journeyôs first 

birds, including Armenian Gulls, Pigmy Cormorants, a flock of Black-crowned Night Herons 

roosting in the tree and some other common sights. After breakfast we took off straight to the Greater 

Caucasus Mountains. Our driver smartly and carefully escaped all traffic jams, when leaving the city 

and driving thorough the so called former military road, in about two hoursô time we have already 

reached the popular viewpoint, where spotted our first Bearded Vulture and Golden Eagle soaring 

above the gorge; quite a usual sight for this place. Unfortunately this time not on proper photography 

distance, but instead we got very well approachable Alpine Accentors. It was nice and sunny day, 

with very good early afternoon light, so certainly we made quite amount of quality shots.  

 

Driving further, after about wife 

kilometers, one of our group mates 

shouted; another Lammergeier. We 

immediately stopped, got out, but by the 

time we organized our equipment the 

bird was already far away. We decided 

to wait a while and suddenly after 

maybe ten minutes or so the bird 

appeared gliding in its manner towards 

us, and then soaring on a background of 

the snow covered mountain topé what 

a dream scene, and it became even more 

dramatic, when just from nowhere a 

Golden Eagle joined it. With such 

exciting activities we were almost one hour behind the schedule and late for lunch, but looked like 

nobody really cared about lunch. Soon both birds disappeared beyond the mountains and we moved 

on. Reaching our hotel, we first checked in, had a short rest and then enjoyed our delicious lunch in 

the hotel restaurant. After lunch we went not far, but visited closest patch with sea buckthorn grows, a 

habitat, where Great Rosefinches and Güldenstädt's Redstarts winter. Undoubtedly we had good 

views of both species, and in addition a small flock of Horned Larks, Rock Buntings, some thrushes, 

such as Redwings, Fieldfares, Ring Ouzels and another Lammergeier. We found it interesting also to 

walk around and explore the valley, where spent the rest of the day until it got dark. Nice dinner was 

already served for us in hotel. 

 

Day 2 | 4th December 2019: Today we faced some weather challenges; it was fogy entire day, with 

little snowflakes time to time, and the temperature dropped to -12. Despite of such tough conditions, 

after breakfast we went out anyways and first visited an eastern from the village gorge. It was 

unusually quiet, unless a few Güldenstädt's Redstarts in passive move, Blackbirds, a flock of 

Fieldfares and Alpine (Yellow-billed) Choughs flying around.  
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With such a slow activity we decided to 

make a coffee break out in the field, 

while dreaming for weather change. 

Based at a higher elevation, views 

around our townlet seemed cleaner and 

soon we relocated lower down to the 

river valley. Parking the bus and just 

before getting out, we spotted a few 

male Redstarts roosting on the bush 

tops. It was at least much better light 

here, quite suitable for photography 

work, as well as bird activity looked a 

lot more attractive, with many Redstarts, 

both males and females approachable on 

a nice distance and a flock of fourteen Great Rosefinches busy chewing the sea buckthorns seeds. 

This time we did not stay in one group, but spread to the different sections. Roughly after two hours 

of a hard work we were frozen enough and ready for going back to hotel, but with very good results. 

In the hotelôs restaurant we were having well needed hot tea, while waiting for our lunch to be served 

and watching out for any movements, when spotted couple of Griffons, Lammergeier and Golden 

Eagle circling against the fog.  

 

After lunch we went southwards and to 

the gorge, where resident Golden Eagles 

can be well observed all year round, but 

arriving to the place it was disappointing 

to see entire gorge covered in fog. 

Staying here no long, we relocated 

towards the Russian border, a place with 

breathtaking landscape views. It was 

also fogy here and in addition it started 

to snow. From bird perspectives, only 

Long-tailed Tits we could hearé hiding 

in the pines. So, it was best time for 

cultural activities and we went in to the 

recently reconstructed big monastery 

complex and had a nice meet and chat with a local priest, who has later invited us to the fireplace in 

the monasteryôs library, where we met another frozen people sheltering here, a couple from Great 

Britain. We spoke little bit about everything, including politics and the influence of the Soviet Era on 

Georgia J probably one of the popular topics to touch while visiting Georgia or any other Post Soviet 

countries in the Caucasus region, especially being so close to the Russian border. So, that was it and 

soon we headed back to hotel, where the hotel manager organized for us a special farewell dinner.   
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Day 3 | 5th December 2019: Our last 

morning in Kazbegi; It was snowing last 

night, but surprisingly clean and sunny 

in the morning, just a bit chilly as 

usually this time. Much more white 

around and we could enjoy incredible 

views of the Kazbegi Mountain, while 

having our breakfast. Before checking 

out from hotel we did visit an eastern 

gorge again, just in order to see 

Caucasian Black Grouses and Caucasian 

Snowcocks before departure. A few Red 

Foxes were roaming on the snow 

covered slope, Grouses settled much 

higher up. We could see them very well, but only through the scope - 13 males hanging together. We 

couldnôt hear any call of Snowcocks and unfortunately the road going up to the better place, where 

they are usually seen from, was covered in snow, so we didnôt want to risk driving uphill and acquire 

in trouble, before planned long way to the east. Besides Grouses, we also had a few Ring Ouzels, 

Güldenstädt's Redstarts and Great Rosefinches again, but nobody really cared to make any more 

pictures that we had them so many last days, but group were rather busy landscapes photography.  

 

Maybe little more than an hour here and 

we went back to hotel to check out and 

head off to the eastern Georgia. Before 

completely leaving Kazbegi region, we 

still made a few stops along the way, 

including one for lunch not far from the 

viewpoint. We did serve our table right 

in front of the nice looking gorge and 

enjoyed our leisurely lunch, while 

waiting for anything flying by to 

capture, but Alpine Choughs and 

paragliders were the only and most 

active targets, unless three Red-fronted 

Serins, which we saw, but have not been 

quick enough to nail. Four and a half hours drive, including one well needed stop and we have arrive 

to our hotel in Sighnaghi, a small historical town at an elevation of 740 meters, with great views over 

the Alazani River Valley, just opposite to the Greater Caucasus Mountain ridge. Another very nice 

and wealthy dinner and then we had a brief group gathering next to the cozy fire place, discussing 

plans for tomorrow and next three days of our photography workshop in Georgiaôs savannah.   
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