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Birding in Syria - little-known
destination in the Western Palearctic

Remco Hofland & Bert Saveyn

yria has a lot to offer to birders — especially to

those interested in both Western Paleartic
(WP) birding and ancient cultural sites. Although
few birders have visited the country so far, these
few visits resulted in some unexpected observa-
tions. A recent expedition in January-February
2004 (hereafter referred to as the ‘2004 winter
expedition’, Murdoch et al 2004) shows that
Syria not only has internationally important bree-
ding birds but also is home to large numbers of
wintering waterfowl.

For birders keeping a WP list, Syria, being
readily accessible unlike Irag, has two WP spe-
cialities on offer: White-cheeked Bulbul Pycno-
notus leucogenys and lIraq Babbler Turdoides
altirostris, along with the last remaining wild
birds of the eastern population of Northern Bald
Ibis Geronticus eremita. In addition, some of the
isabelline shrikes Lanius found wintering may

prove to be Chinese Shrikes L arenarius, a taxon
breeding locally in western China and of which
the wintering quarters are not fully known (iden-
tification of these shrikes remains tentative, see
below). However, the country has much more to
offer: a desert avifauna that equals the ones of
Egypt and Israel (including Dunn’s Lark
Eremalauda dunni and Thick-billed Lark Ram-
phocoris clotbey); a riverine habitat that hosts
large numbers of wintering waterfowl including
internationally important numbers of Ferruginous
Duck Aythya nyroca, Pygmy Cormorant Phala-
crocorax pygmeus and Greater Spotted Eagle
Aquila clanga; a great potential for migrant song-
birds in the oases of the south-eastern desert; a
number of good (WP) species, such as Black
Francolin Francolinus francolinus, Blue-cheeked
Bee-eater Merops persicus, Upcher’s Warbler
Hippolais languida, Scrub Warbler Scotocerca

196 Desert near Palmyra, Syria, winter 2003/04 (Gianluca Serra)

[Dutch Birding 27: 155-170, 2005]
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inquieta, Chestnut-shouldered Petronia Gymno-
ris xanthocollis and Syrian Serin Serinus syriacus;
and the potential to equal Israel’s soaring-bird
numbers (storks and birds of prey) during migra-
tion over the western mountains.

General information

The Syrian Arab Republic is a medium-sized
country situated in the heart of the Middle East,
just north of the Arabian peninsula. It measures
185 180 km2, which is about half the size of
Italy, and is bordered by (clockwise from the
north) Turkey, Iraq, Jordan, Israel and Lebanon.
The main geographical features are a small series
of mountain ranges in the west, and a large open
area to the east, which is crossed by the
Euphrates river basin. The east has its occasional
small mountain ranges, with peaks reaching 800
m; ¢ 45% is considered to be arable land, most
of which is found in the west, around the larger
reservoirs in the Euphrates and Khabur rivers and
within 5 km either side of the Euphrates. During
the past 15 years, vast areas of the northern step-
pes have been converted to arable land, mostly
producing cotton, while the western areas main-
ly produce fruit, olives and tobacco. In addition,
oil fields are being exploited in the north-east.
The population stood at over 18 million in 2002,
with urban population still on the increase.

The three prime natural habitats are small-
scale wetland vegetation along the Euphrates and
its old oxbow lakes, mountainous habitat ranging
from Mediterranean garigue scrub and olive
groves to fir and spruce forests (found in the
west) and (mostly stone) desert in the south-east.
Much of the original steppe vegetation has
disappeared, although a few small reserves are
instated and small patches of original steppe may
still be found. The creation of large reservoirs in
the Euphrates and Khabur has added another
type of ‘natural’ habitat — that of large areas of
open water, where large numbers of waterfowl
are found in winter.

People may be put off in going to Syria be-
cause of the current political situation in neigh-
bouring countries. However, the country is very
safe and is inhabited by hospitable and friendly
people. Petty crime is virtually non-existent and,
so far, there have been no major terrorist attacks.

Cultural sites

Syria is not a country for a family holiday. It lacks
a good beach, whereas swimming pools or
theme parks are not common either. However, if
one is contemplating a trip with spouse or (non-
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birding) friend(s), know that it is one of the
world’s richest countries in archeology. Any visi-
tor should consider visiting the cities of
Damascus and Aleppo, Byzantine Resafah and
the famous Crac des Chevaliers — the largest
crusader castle in the Middle East (with 20 Blue
Rock Thrushes Monticola solitarius and passing
Black Storks Ciconia nigra, Lesser Spotted Eagles
A pomarina, Short-toed Eagles Circaetus gallicus
and Levant Sparrowhawks Accipiter brevipes on
a single day in September 2002). Saladin’s
Castle, Roman Apameia, Hellenistic Doura
Europos, the amphitheatre at Bosra and Hama
are also highly recommended.

When to go

White-cheeked Bulbul and Iraq Babbler are
residents and can be found any time of year.
Northern Bald 1Ibis, however, only occurs
between late-February and mid-July. A visit
between December and February should pro-
duce large numbers of wintering waterfowl,
flocks of larks, as well as Pallid Harrier Circus
macrourus, Greater Spotted Eagle and isabelline
shrikes. April may be even better, since Blue-
cheeked Bee-eaters are likely to be found and
the array of species on migration is much larger
— including all of the ‘winter’ birds. Likewise, a
visit in September would probably produce
many migrants and good concentrations of
soaring birds on their way south.

Main temperatures in winter can vary between
heavy snowfall, gale force winds and conse-
quently wind chill feeling like well below zero in
the north, with bright sunshine and temperatures
of up to 25° C in the west and south. Summer is
invariably hot, with temperatures ranging from
30 to 45° C. The western mountains can be more
comfortable then, with lower temperatures and
occasional rain.

Transport
Syria is served by the main international airline
companies, with weekly flights between for
instance Amsterdam and Damascus by, eg, Air
France-KLM (around EUR 400.00 for a return
ticket). In addition, Syrian Arab Airlines offers
twice-weekly flights from Amsterdam to both
Damascus and Aleppo, for EUR 325.00 (return).
As Syria is a cheap country, independent
birders can choose between car rental (four-
wheel drive vehicle or saloon car) and public
transport with an occasional taxi. All major bird-
ing sites can be reached with saloon car, the
exception being the Hamad desert south-east of
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Palmyra, where only few tarmac roads exist. The
main cities Damascus, Aleppo, Homs (connected
by highway), Deir ez-Zor and Palmyra are all
connected by good roads and public transport,
so a circular itinerary, taking in the most impor-
tant birding sites of Sabkhat al-Jabbul (from
Aleppo), Euphrates basin (from Ar-Raqqa and
Deir ez-Zor), Deir ez-Zor, Palmyra (including
Hamad) and the Anti-Lebanon mountains (near
Damascus) is much recommended. This itinerary
can be expanded, according to available time
and your wishlist, with visits to north-eastern
Syria, the southern deserts and/or the western
mountains.

TransTour four-wheel drive vehicles were used
in the 2004 winter expedition. As well as being
robust, their vehicles have steel plates on top
enabling birders to scan water bodies while
standing on top of their car, a must in Syria since
the reeds can grow up to 6 m high!

Modern air-conditioned buses connect major
cities, including Deir ez-Zor and Palmyra, with
old but interesting-looking Pullman-buses serving
smaller towns on a regular basis. As few Syrians
have their own transportation, ‘dolmuses’ (shared
taxi vans) serve even the smallest of villages.

It is quite easy to cross into Syria from, eg,
Turkey or Jordan, especially if a visa has been
arranged well in advance. Rental cars are unlike-
ly to be allowed to cross the Syrian border. In
1994, it was possible to take a bus from Istanbul,
Turkey, to Aleppo, which took ¢ 15 h (including
the border crossing).

Accommodation

The main cities all have good hotels, where a
double room costs ¢ EUR 20 a night. Hotels are
found in a wide range of prices. Camp sites are
non-existent but given the people’s hospitality it
should be possible to camp almost anywhere
(with the obvious exception of anywhere near
military presence). It is very likely, however, that
one will be invited to stay as a guest with the
locals. Members of the 2004 winter expedition
all slept in various houses in Jerablus village
north of Tishreen reservoir, upon inquiring about
lodging with local villagers.

Main birding areas
Below, the main interesting birding areas are
treated clockwise, starting from the north-west.

Euphrates basin
The entire Euphrates valley encompasses a 420
km long stretch of river between Turkey and Iraq.

The biggest body of water is the artificial Lake
Assad, a reservoir of 63 000 ha constructed in
the 1960s. Other interesting (artificial) lakes
include Lake Tishreen, just south of the Turkish
border (constructed in the late 1990s), and
Ba’ath Lake, a shallow reservoir 10 km long just
below the southern dam of Lake Assad. Besides
these reservoirs, the meandering river has in the
past formed some small dead-end ponds and
small lakes (‘oxbows’), of which over 30 are
found between Ar-Raqga and the Iragi border.
These oxbows were censused during the 2004
winter expedition.

One of the most remarkable finds of the 2004
winter expedition was that Iraq Babbler turned
out to be common all along the Euphrates,
occurring even within 15 km of the Turkish bor-
der at the north-eastern corner of Lake Tishreen.
Even in places with very little reed bordering the
river, this highly vocal species could be found as
the various simple trills that make up their song
were heard easily — small flocks were regularly
encountered as they were heard gnawing at the
base of the reed stems, or when flying from one
reed bed to another. Note, however, that the spe-
cies can be surprisingly hard to find in summer,
since it is much more quiet then.

All along the river, typical species include
Pygmy Cormorant, Pied Kingfisher Ceryle rudis,
Graceful ~ Prinia  Prinia  gracilis,  Eastern
Moustached Warbler Acrocephalus melanopo-
gon mimicus and Dead Sea Sparrow Passer
moabiticus, whereas the ‘howeijat’ (riverine)
forest, most commonly found on islands in the
river, typically holds Black Francolin and Greater
Spotted Eagle (the latter only in winter; ¢ 12 were
seen here by the 2004 winter expedition).

During the 2004 winter expedition, over
150 000 Eurasian Coots Fulica atra were count-
ed, the second-most common waterbird being
Common Pochard A ferina. Both Ferruginous
Duck and Red-crested Pochard Netta rufina were
found in flocks of several 100s. Armenian Gull
Larus armenicus was the most common gull,
with several 1000s seen in a two-week trip;
Pallas’s Gull L ichthyaetus occurred in smaller
numbers (largest flock 21 in February 2004).
Furthermore, Grey-headed Swamp-hen Porphy-
rio poliocephalus caspius, Spur-winged Lapwing
Vanellus spinosus, Eurasian Penduline Tit Remiz
pendulinus and Bearded Reedling Panurus biar-
micus were found in several locations.

In summer, White-tailed Lapwing V leucurus
breeds in good numbers (arriving at the breeding
grounds in late February, with small numbers
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FIGURE 1 Map of Syria

present mid-winter) while Blue-cheeked Bee-
eater is not uncommon along the river. The
occurrence of Pallid Scops Owl Otus brucei as a
breeding bird is likely, although the most recent
breeding record dates back to 1924. Ménétries’s
Warbler Sylvia mystacea and Chestnut-shoulder-
ed Petronia are likely to breed in areas with
suitable habitat.

Lake Tishreen is a large reservoir in the
Euphrates river that stretches from the Turkish
border to ¢ 80 km southwards. Its western shore
is quite steep, whereas the eastern shore has
small patches of reeds where species like Black
Francolin and Iraq Babbler are found (breeding
of the latter was confirmed in May 2005). The
lake holds 100s of Black-necked Grebe Podiceps
nigricollis in winter, while the nearly 1400
Pygmy Cormorants that flew out of their roost in
February 2004 and 2500 present in May 2005
constitute internationally important numbers.
A roost at the bridge near Jerablus held 190
Black-crowned Night Herons Nycticorax nycti-
corax. The steep sides of Lake Assad do not look
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favourable for wintering wildfowl but 2000
Whiskered Terns Chlidonias hybrida seen in
January 2004 are an internationally important
number. Ba’ath Lake is situated just west of
Ar-Ragqga town and has good reed bed habitat
with extensive areas of wet grassland. This site is
excellent in winter for Red-crested Pochard and
Red-throated Pipit Anthus cervinus. Lesser
Kestrel Falco naumanni breeds on nearby cliffs.
The old Roman fortress of Halabbiyah is situ-
ated halfway between Ar-Raqga and Deir ez-Zor
and is a good site for See-see Partridge
Ammoperdix griseogularis and Desert Lark
Ammomanes deserti. Zalabbiyah, situated on the
opposite, northern side of the Euphrates, is much
smaller and much more ruined but still holds the
latter species as well as wintering Finsch’s
Wheatear Oenanthe finschii. In January and
February 2004, the Al Mustah salt fields, situated
near Halabbiyah, and a nearby oxbow held up to
35 Eurasian Curlews Numenius arquata, some
showing features of the eastern subspecies N a
orientalis. Other birds here included Marsh
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197 Lesser Kestrels / Kleine Torenvalken Falco naumanni, Palmyra, Syria, October 2002
(Mahmoud Scheisch Abdallah)

198 Northern Bald Ibises / Kaalkopibissen Geronticus eremita, near Palmyra, Syria, May 2002
(Gianluca Serra)
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199 Bonelli’s Eagle / Havikarend Hieraaetus fasciatus, Palmyra, Syria, September 2001 (Gianluca Serra)

200 Saker Falcon / Sakervalk Falco cherrug, Palmyra, Syria, November 2002 (Gianluca Serra)




Birding in Syria — little-known destination in the Western Palearctic

Sandpiper Tringa stagnatilis, Pallas’s Gull and
Iraq Babbler.

Mheimideh is probably the most rewarding
oxbow site along the Euphrates. Since its ‘dis-
covery’ in June 1994 it has been visited by most
birders visiting Syria, and all agree that the site is
unique. It measures about 1x1 km and is found
on the northern side of the Euphrates, ¢ 25 km
west of Deir ez-Zor. The site is found in between
the villages of Mheimideh and Sfeira Tahtani,
along the main road, but birds seem remarkably
undisturbed by grazing cattle or passers-by. The
list of birds found at this site is quite long (espe-
cially considering the fact that the site has only
been visited by birders about eight times), and
includes Marbled Duck Marmaronetta angusti-
rostris, (breeding) Ferruginous Duck, White-
headed Duck Oxyura leucocephala (22 were
seen with 35 Marbled Ducks in September
2002), Black Francolin, Pygmy Cormorant, Great
Bittern, Little Bittern Ixobrychus minutus, Cattle
Egret Bubulcus ibis, Grey-headed Swamp-hen,
Spur-winged Lapwing, White-tailed Lapwing,
Slender-billed Gull L genei, Great Spotted
Cuckoo Clamator glandarius, Pied Kingfisher (50
in February 2004), Blue-cheeked Bee-eater (com-
mon in summer), Citrine Wagtail Motacilla citre-
ola (present both in winter and in June 1994),
Eastern Moustached Warbler, Iraq Babbler (com-
mon), Lesser Grey Shrike L minor and isabelline
shrike (Daurian Shrike L isabellinus and/or
Chinese Shrike).

The main reason for visiting Deir ez-Zor, apart
from it being a good base to explore several
nearby Euphrates oxbow sites, is the occurrence
of White-cheeked Bulbul within the city limits.
These birds have been found in the parks border-
ing the river, near the (pedestrian) suspension
bridge, although in February 2004 they were
(only) very apparent in the small palm garden
bordering the Hotel Al Saeed in the town centre.

The parks and university grounds north of the
Euphrates have turned up Iraq Babbler in the
recent past. This area should be good during
migration (eg, for Little Crake Porzana parva) and
Chestnut-shouldered Petronia and Ménétries’s,
Eastern Olivaceous Acrocephalus pallidus elaei-
cus and Cetti’s Warblers Cettia cetti are common
(the former two only in summer).

Further south down the river Euphrates,
between Deir ez-Zor and the Iraqgi border, several
promising oxbows are found. The Al-Ashara
pool, next to the village by the same name, held
Grey-headed Swamp-hen, Little Crake, Eastern
Moustached Warbler and the first Clamorous

Reed Warbler A stentoreus for the Syrian
Euphrates basin, in February 2004. The isabelline
shrikes (resembling Chinese Shrike as well as
Turkestan Shrike L phoenicuroides), Siberian
Stonechats Saxicola maurus (both nominate S m
maurus and Caspian Stonechat S m variegatus)
and Common Stonechats S rubicola found here
make for an interesting morning for any taxono-
mist — PSC or BSC. This oxbow is found ¢ 40 km
south-east of Deir ez-Zor.

Large quantities of pellets found in February
indicated the occurrence of Pharaoh Eagle Owl
Bubo ascalaphus at Doura Europos, towering
high above the Euphrates. Other birds at this
Hellenistic site included Pygmy Cormorant,
Greater Spotted Eagle, Pallas’s Gull, Barn Owl
Tyto alba, Desert Little Owl Athene noctua lilith,
Finsch’s Wheatear and Iraq Babbler. Lesser
Kestrel breeds, with over 10 pairs in spring 2002.

Other interesting wildlife along the Euphrates
river includes Common Jackal Canis aureus
syriacus, which is indeed common and can be
seen even by daylight (especially near riverine
woodland). A record of a ‘leopard’ on an island
near Ar-Raqqa is thought to have been a Caracal
Felis caracal. The occurrence of Trionyx euphra-
ticus, a soft-shelled turtle endemic to the
Euphrates, cannot be ruled out.

North-eastern Syria

The real adventurous birders can have a go at
Red-wattled Lapwing V indicus in Syria. In the
WP, this species has so far only been found in
the border area of Turkey (Cizre) and Iraq (and
twice as a vagrant in Israel). At least one birder
has tried and succeeded to see it near the ancient
bridge of Ain Diwar, by pretending to be interest-
ed in the bridge: the lapwings can be seen near-
by. Extreme care must be taken, however, as this
is a highly sensitive area. Evans (1994) mentions
wintering sites for Great Bustard Otis tarda and
Little Bustard Tetrax tetrax in the northern Syrian
steppes but it is uncertain whether any of these
steppes have survived the domestic need for
more cotton fields. Hopeful, however, is the
news that Great Bustard has been found on the
Turkish side of the border in December 2004
(N Ozbagdatli in litt).

In February 2004, Tal Brak, a ruined site north-
east of the city of Al-Hasakah held birds like See-
see Partridge, Long-legged Buzzard Buteo rufinus
and Barn Owl, while on nearby agricultural land
three summer-plumaged Sociable Lapwings V gre-
garius were found amongst Northern Lapwings
V vanellus. Pallid Harrier is found regularly in
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winter, while Baumgart (1995) mentions an
October sighting of Pallid Scops Owl from the
Khabur region in 1986.

The Lower Khabur Reservoir, a few km south
of Al-Hasakah, did not hold any significant num-
bers or species in February 2004, although the
south-eastern corner of the reservoir produced a
flock of 14 Smew Mergellus albellus, which con-
stituted only the second record for Syria (the first
record involved two birds at the Euphrates near
Halabbiyah earlier in the same month). Several
1000s of Greater White-fronted Geese Anser
albifrons were present, as well as small numbers
of gulls, including Slender-billed Gull L genei
and Pallas’s Gull.

Southern deserts

Palmyra (Tadmor in Arabic) is a large (several
km2) and impressive ruin of a Roman city next to
an oasis, in the middle of the Syrian desert, easily
reached from both Damascus (3 h drive) and
Deir ez-Zor and Aleppo (both 5 h drive). Palmyra
is the number one tourist site in the country and
offers several good hotels and restaurants.
Thanks to the lack of mass tourism in the coun-
try, it is still a very easy-going place where sever-
al days can be spent. It is near the Northern Bald
Ibis colony, with access to the Hamad desert and
close proximity to Talila reserve, where an
attempt is being made to save the natural steppe
vegetation from overgrazing by sheep.

The Palmyra ruins, next to the main road and
bordering the town and oasis, are home to
Eastern Mourning Wheatear O lugens and Desert
Little Owl. The oasis itself holds breeding
Laughing Dove Streptopelia senegalensis, Eastern
Rufous-tailed Scrub Robin Cercotrichas galactotes
syriacus, Ménétries’s Warbler and Eastern Oliva-
ceous Warbler. During migration, several species
of raptor, such as Steppe Buzzard B b vulpinus,
European Honey Buzzard Pernis apivorus, Pallid
Harrier, a variety of eagles Aquila, Levant
Sparrowhawk, Lesser Kestrel and Red-footed
Falcon F vespertinus pass in good numbers, many
of which come down to drink. The several km2 of
palm oasis attract numerous migrants and basical-
ly anything can turn up, as it is a ‘roosting bottle-
neck’ surrounded by 100s of km of barren desert
in every direction. The resident birders have, in
the recent past, found good birds like Namaqua
Dove Oena capensis and, locally rare, Long-
eared Owl Asio otus. According to Kinzelbach
(1986), White-cheeked Bulbul bred between
1977 and 1979 but searches by Gianluca Serra
during 2000-03 rendered no result.
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The main reason for visiting Palmyra is the
small relict breeding colony of the eastern popu-
lation of Northern Bald Ibis that was found in the
mountains near Palmyra in April 2002 (Serra
2003, Serra et al 2003). According to these
authors, in the early 1980s, they still numbered
in the 100s, but 20 February 2004 saw the return
of only five birds, while a subadult joined in
mid-May (again five birds returning in February
2005). Four chicks were raised in two nests in
2004, compared with three pairs raising seven
chicks in 2003. Their winter quarters are not yet
known since attempts to satellite-tag the birds
failed. The Palmyran team (see useful addresses
below), has protected and monitored the few
remaining Syrian Northern Bald Ibises during the
past four breeding seasons (2002-05) and can
help to find the birds. For details on conservation
efforts  during the past few vyears, see
the website www.gianlucaserra.com/community-
based%20conservation.htm.

Other interesting birds in these mountains
include Chukar Alectoris chukar, a small breed-
ing colony of Eurasian Griffon Vulture Gyps ful-
vus, Pharaoh Eagle Owl, numerous Temminck’s
Larks Eremophila bilopha, Desert Lark, Trum-
peter Finch Bucanetes githagineus (from Febru-
ary onwards), Brown-necked Raven Corvus rufi-
collis, Common Raven C corax and Red-billed
Chough Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax, while Thick-
billed Lark is sometimes found. Beduin affirmed
that small numbers of Great Bustard frequent this
area in winter, although hunting parties of pre-
sumably Saudi origin may put an end to this in
the near future. The seasonally flooded salt lake
of Sabkha Al Moh has breeding Greater Sand
Plover Charadrius leschenaultii and 50-100
wintering Greater Flamingos, while Sed Wadi
Abiad, a small man-made reservoir, saw breeding
Dead Sea Sparrows in April 2004, over 100 km
from the nearest known breeding areas.

Talila reserve measures about 200 km? of ‘pro-
tected’ steppe vegetation, although over 300
dromedary are still allowed to graze within the
reserve’s boundaries. Talila is situated 17 km east
of Palmyra and is signposted from the main road
between Palmyra and Deir ez-Zor. Access can be
sought through the Palmyran team. A four-wheel
drive vehicle is necessary to get around easily,
since there are just sandy roads inside the
reserve. Keep to the tracks at all times, since
steppe vegetation is very vulnerable and cannot
deal with being driven over by heavy vehicles.
Alternatively, you can access the reserve on foot.

Birds found at the reserve are typical steppe or
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201 White-throated Robin / Perzische Roodborst Irania gutturalis, Talila Reserve, Syria, spring 2002 (Mahmoud

Scheisch Abdallah) 202 Temminck’s Lark / Temmincks Strandleeuwerik Eremophila bilopha, Talila Reserve, Syria,

spring 2001 (Mahmoud Scheisch Abdallah) 203 Greater Hoopoe Lark / Witbandleeuwerik Alaemon alaudipes,

Talila Reserve, Syria, spring 2001 (Mahmoud Scheisch Abdallah) 204 Caspian Stonechat / Kaspische Roodborst-
tapuit Saxicola maurus variegatus, Talila Reserve, Syria, winter 2001/02 (Mahmoud Scheisch Abdallah)

sandy desert breeding birds, such as Bar-tailed
Lark A cincturus, Greater Hoopoe Lark Alaemon
alaudipes, Lesser Short-toed Lark Calandrella ru-
fescens, Temminck’s Lark (not as common here
as in the surrounding desert), Isabelline Wheat-
ear O isabellina, Desert Wheatear O deserti and
Finsch’s Wheatear (the latter only winters). From
late February, Cream-coloured Coursers Curso-
rius cursor return from their winter quarters. Up
to 100 Common Cranes Grus grus winter here,
feeding on truffles. Small flocks of Sociable
Lapwings have been found in recent winters
(2001, 2003 and 2004), including 17 on 7 March
2001 (Gianluca Serra pers comm) and four over
the reserve on 20 February 2004. A first-winter

Steppe Grey Shrike L pallidirostris in February
2004 constituted the first record for Syria.
Whether this was a vagrant or an irregular winter
visitor remains to be seen. Great Grey Shrike
L excubitor (probably of the subspecies L e
homeyeri) are more common, at least in winter.
In the north-western corner of the reserve, no
less than five Asian Desert Warblers S nana were
found in February 2004, so the reserve appears
to be a wintering site. One section of the reserve
holds enclosures for Arabian Oryx Oryx leucoryx
and Sand Gazelle Gazel