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Given the fact that Kyrgyzstan is a safe country 
to visit with hospitable people, a reasonable 

tourist infrastructure (in the north), phenomenal 
landscapes, several protected areas and an intrigu-
ing avifauna, it is somewhat of a mystery that it is 
so little visited by birders. Kyrgyzstan is still one of 
those underexplored countries where there is 
much to discover. This paper gives an overview of 
where to go and what to expect on a birding trip.

Geography and avifauna
Kyrgyzstan is a former Soviet state in Central Asia 
that became an independent republic in 1991. It is 
land-locked, bordered by Kazakhstan in the north, 
China in the east, Uzbekistan in the west and 
Tajikistan in the south. With 198 500 km2 it is 
roughly five times the size of the Netherlands. The 
country’s boundaries total 3878 km. With the 
dominating Tien Shan, Kyrgyzstan is very moun-
tainous: more than 90% is over 1500 m in altitude 

and roughly 40% even higher than 3000 m. The 
highest peak, Jengish Chokusu, near the Chinese 
border, reaches 7439 m. With such a mountainous 
landscape, it is hardly surprising that even Snow 
Leopards Panthera pardus occur. If you like space, 
Kyrgyzstan is the right place for you. The number 
of inhabitants is little over 5 million, resulting in a 
population density of only c 25 inhabitants per 
km2, and you will meet few other tourists on a trip, 
if any. The few birders that visit the country mainly 
focus on the north and northeast where Issyk Kul, 
the second largest mountainous lake in the world 
after Titicaca in Peru and Bolivia, dominates the 
area. The lake, a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve, 
measures c 185 km from west to east and 61 km at 
its widest point, and is extremely deep, up to 700 
m. The climate in the northern foothills is temper-
ate and continental, in the southwest subtropical. 
Winters can be harsh, with temperature extremes 
reaching minus 40°C in the coldest zones. 

5 Ibisbill / Ibissnavel Ibidorhyncha struthersii, May Saz, Kyrgyzstan, 12 July 2009  
(Machiel Valkenburg)
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Summers can be hot, with temperatures in the 
high 30s. Springtime is usually pleasantly warm 
but it may rain at any time and, in this time of year, 
it is wise to bring a warm pull-over for high- 
altitude birding as well as a raincoat. Kyrgyzstan’s 
avifauna is characterized by a mixture of species 
that also occur in south-eastern Europe, like 
European Roller Coracias garrulus, European Bee-
eater Merops apiaster and Pied Wheatear 
Oenanthe pleschanka, steppe and desert species 
like Pallas’s Sandgrouse Syrrhaptus paradoxus and 
Mongolian Finch Bucanetes mongolicus, and 
Sino-Himalayan species like Hima layan Snowcock 
Tetraogallus himalayensis, the sought-after Ibisbill 
Ibidorhyncha struthersii, Evers mann’s Redstart 
Phoenicurus erythronotus, Blue-capped Redstart 
P coeruleocephalus and various rosefinches 
Carpodacus. Several species that occur as vagrant 
in Europe will raise the pulse of many birders, 
such as Citrine Wagtail Motacilla citreola, 
Paddyfield Acrocephalus agricola, Blyth’s Reed 
A dumetorum, Greenish Phylloscopus trochiloides 
and Hume’s Leaf Warbler P humei, Azure Tit 
Cyanistes cyanus, and Red-tailed Lanius phoeni-
curoides (breeder), Daurian L isabellinus (on ly on 

passage), and Long-tailed Shrike L schach, to name 
a few. 

Taxonomy
Another reason to bird visit Kyrgyzstan is the inter-
esting taxonomic position of several taxa, which 
are proposed splits by at least some authors. 
Masked Wagtail M personata, a recent split, is a 
common species. Both Brown Dipper Cinclus pal-
lasii and White-throated Dipper C cinclus occur, 
sometimes even in the same river, like in Ala 
Archa; the latter has an all-white belly and is 
therefore often called White-bellied Dipper C c 
leucogaster. Eurasian Goldfinches Carduelis car-
duelis caniceps/paropanisi have grey heads (hence 
their alternative name Grey-headed Goldfinch), 
an overall greyer colour, different wing pattern 
and somewhat different calls. Intriguingly, some 
(sub)species have more than one taxon in 
Kyrgyzstan. In Citrine Wagtails, for instance, both 
M c citreola and M c calcarata can be seen on the 
same day, the latter, known as Black-backed 
Citrine Wagtail, being numerous in places. More 
examples? Both Azure Tit C c tianschanicus and 
Yellow-breasted Tit C flavipectus occur. Their sta-

6 Himalayan Rubythroat / Zwartborstnachtegaal Lusci-
nia pectoralis, adult male, May Saz, Kyrgyzstan, 26 June 

2008 (Machiel Valkenburg)

7 Black-backed Citrine Wagtail / Zwartrug citroen-
kwikstaart Motacilla citreola calcarata, Tuura Suu, 

Kyrgyzstan, 31 May 2007 (Vincent van der Spek)
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tus is still unclear but hybridization between the 
two taxa is rare or non-existent in Kazakhstan 
(Arend Wassink in litt). Both Central Asian Lesser 
Whitethroat Sylvia curruca halimodendri and 
Hume’s White throat S althaea breed, the former in 
dry scrub, the latter in dry rocky outcrops. As 
mentioned before, both Daurian Shrike and Red-
tailed Shrike occur. To add to the confusion, it is 
interesting to know that ‘karelini’-type birds of 
Red-tailed, that resemble Daurian, are common 
(cf Worfolk 2000). Although our experience is 
based on a few trips only, we had the impression 
that ‘karelini’ was somewhat more common in the 
northwest, while ‘classic’ birds dominated the 
northeast; in Kazakhstan, ‘karelini’ also dominates 
in the western parts of the country (Arend Wassink 
in litt). Last but not least, the little-spotted regional 
subspecies of Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris 
porphyronotus looks closer to Spotless Starling 
S unicolor than to Common Starling in Europe.

When to go?
This depends on what you want to see. In winter, 
the mountain residents occur at much lower alti-
tude, so species like Güldenstädt’s Redstart 
P erythrogaster and Wallcreeper Tichodroma mu-
raria are easier to observe. This is also the best 
time of year to see Snow Leopard, although it is 
certainly not guaranteed. There are large congre-
gations of waterfowl on the Issyk Kul lake, which 
does not freeze in winter due to thermal activity 
and its mild salinity. Also, recently, Long-tailed 
Rosefinches Uragus sibiricus have been found to 
winter. In spring, most breeders have not yet re-
turned by April and, therefore, the best time to 
visit the country is probably May-July. Especially 
in May, many breeders have returned, while mi-
gration is still in full force. A disadvantage of May 
is that the mountain passes of two important bird 
areas, May Saz and Son Kul, are probably still im-
passable due to snow. Species like Rosy Starling 
Pastor roseus and Blue-cheeked Bee-eater M per-
sicus arrive late in spring and, as a consequence, 
the optimum number of species can be found in 
June. Virtually nothing is known about autumn 
migration. 

Field guides and birding information
There is no field guide for the region but with one 
of the European or Middle Eastern guides and an 
Asian guide (China, India), all species are cover-
ed. For occurrence of species, van der Ven (2002) 
is useful, although the status of several species still 
needs to be sorted out. A few trip reports can be 
found at www.travellingbirder.com. 

Logistics
Unless you speak either Russian or a Turkish relat-
ed language, it will be hard to travel around inde-
pendently, as hardly anyone speaks English. Some 
people speak a little German. Kyrgyzstan is slowly 
reaching the bird tour market. The Kazakh-Dutch 
company Central Asia Birding (www.centralasia-
birding.com) organises all-inclusive birding trips 
to the country, as does the Dutch company 
Meander Reizen (www.meanderreizen.nl). Good 
accommodation is easy to find around Issyk Kul. 
Currently, the big tour operators for birdwatchers 
do not include Kyrgyzstan in their programme. 

Birding areas

Around  Bishkek:  city,  fish  ponds  and Ala Archa 
national park
The capital Bishkek with 900 000 inhabitants (al-
titude 1600 m) is situated in a large valley in the 
north, not far from the Kazakh border. Look for 
Rosy Starlings anywhere in this valley, as there are 
large colonies, although not before the second 
half of May. Despite being rather large, Bishkek is 
surprisingly green with many parks. It is an excel-
lent place to see some good birds. Blyth’s Reed 
Warblers sing in the trees, the first Red-tailed 
Shrikes and Long-tailed Shrikes are easy to find 
and Common Mynas Acridotheres tristis are every-
where. Woodpeckers are surprisingly rare in 
Kyrgyzstan but with some luck White-winged 
Woodpecker Dendrocopos leucopterus can be 
found in the capital. Alpine Swifts Apus melba 
and Red-rumped Swallows Cecropis daurica fill 
the sky, and Grey-headed Goldfinches are likely 
to find. Masked Wagtail, with its remarkable facial 
mask and some odd calls, can be seen at several 
places. Even Eurasian Nightjars Caprimulgus eu-
ropaeus are sometimes singing at night in town. A 
good area around Bishkek are several fishponds  
c 40 km to the northwest. Although not many 
‘typical’ (Central) Asian species occur here, it of-
fers a good opportunity to add water-related spe-
cies to one’s trip list. The density of Little Bitterns 
Ixobrychus minutus is high and in some ponds 
Pygmy Cormorants Phalacrocorax pygmeus breed. 
Waterfowl is common, with the scarce Ferruginous 
Duck Aythya nyroca being the most notable. 
Clamorous Reed Warblers A stentoreus sing in the 
reed beds everywhere. The most important birding 
area around town, however, is the stunning Ala 
Archa national park, 35 km to the south. With 
2280 ha it is not big but it offers quality birding. 
This alpine park has snow-covered peaks all-year, 
streams, large meadows, scattered bushes and ju-
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8 Azure Tit / Azuurmees Cyanistes cyanus, adult, Grigorievka, Kyrgyzstan, 25 May 2007 (Vincent van der Spek)  9 Common 
Rose finch / Roodmus Carpodacus erythrinus ferghanensis, male, Grigorievka, Kyrgyzstan, 25 May 2007 (Vincent van der Spek)   
10 Grey-headed Goldfinch / Grijskopputter Carduelis carduelis caniceps/paropanisi, Chon Kemin, Kyrgyzstan, 22 May 2007 (Vincent 
van der Spek)  11 Eversmann’s Redstart / Eversmanns Roodstaart Phoenicurus erythronotus, Ala Archa, Kyrgyzstan, 21 May 2007 (Peter 
Hoppenbrouwers)  12 Golden Eagle / Steenarend Aquila chrysaetos, chick, Temir Kanat, Kyrgyzstan, 29 May 2007 (Vincent van der 

Spek)  13 Long-tailed Shrike / Langstaartklauwier Lanius schach, Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, 20 May 2007 (Peter Hoppenbrouwers)
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14 Issyk Kul lake at Ak Sai, Kyrgyzstan, 28 May 2007 (Vincent van der Spek)

15 Mountain view at Ala Archa, Kyrgyzstan, 21 May 2007 (Vincent van der Spek)
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niper and pine forests. Accommodation is availa-
ble. From the high peaks, Himalayan Snowcocks 
can be heard whistling their Eurasian Curlew 
Numenius arquata-like song, and Bearded Vultures 
Gypaetus barbatus and Golden Eagles Aquila 
chrysaetos – the national bird – occasionally fly 
by. The eagle is common in all mountainous areas 
in the north. Chicks are sometimes taken from the 
nest to raise them to be used in a traditional way 
of hunting (see plate 12). Around small rivers, 
Blue Whistling Thrushes Myophonus caeruleus 
are not uncommon. Both Brown Dipper and 
White-throated Dipper occur, the first often near 
fast-running streams, the latter mostly along the 
somewhat slower ones. In pine forests, like all 
over the north, Greenish Warbler and Hume’s Leaf 
Warbler are equally common, and Common 
Rose finches C erythrinus of the very red subspe-
cies C e ferghanensis are present. Azure Tits are 
around but the best tit species in Ala Archa is 
Rufous-naped Tit Periparus rufonuchalis, which is 
not easy to see in other parts of the country. Black-
throated Accentors Prunella atrogularis can be 
found in small numbers. Some of Asia’s finest 
Turdidae frequent the juniper scrub: Eversmann’s 
Redstart, Blue-capped Redstart and the gorgeous 
Himalayan Rubythroat Luscinia pectoralis. This is 
also the area where you might find Red-mantled 
Rosefinch C rhodochlamys or White-winged 
Gros beak Mycerobas carnipes. On the higher 
parts, above the tree line, the scrub is good  
for species like the spectacular White-browed  
Tit-warbler Leptopoecile sophiae. Sulphur-bellied 
Warbler P griseolus often forages on rocks, where 
Brown Accentor P fulvescens can also be found. 
Mammals on the slopes include Siberian Ibex 
Capra sibirica, while Snow Leopard and Eurasian 
Lynx Lynx lynx are hard to see. Unfortunately, like 
all but a few places in Kyrgyzstan, it is hard – if not 
impossible – to reach the highest parts of the park. 
Very high altitude species, like Güldenstädt’s 
Redstart, are therefore out of reach. 

Chon Kemin national park
A few hours east from Bishkek (c 200 km), there is 
another beautiful national park: Chon Kemin, cov-
ering no less than 126 514 ha. Close to the park, 
there is a small valley: Kalmak Ashu, with an ex-
cellent hostel in Ashuu village. In these kinds of 
valleys all over northern Kyrgyzstan, you will find 
‘genuine’ Common Pheasants Phasianus colchi-
cus, as well as Red-headed Buntings Emberiza 
bruniceps. European Rollers are abundant and 
with some luck Pine Buntings E leucocephalos can 
be seen. On twitching trips, it is not necessary to 

visit the park, as there are no birds that cannot be 
seen elsewhere – but the scenery is phenomenal 
and somewhat different from other areas in the 
north: more open, with large meadows but with-
out (reachable) juniper scrub. Red-fronted Serin 
Serinus pusillus are common in the meadows. On 
clear days with blue skies, this is an excellent place 
for soaring raptors, including Bearded Vulture and 
Himalayan Vulture Gyps himalayensis. On the 
slopes, Chukar Alectoris chukar and Sulphur-
bellied Warbler are present. 

Issyk Kul
This large lake – so large that it almost looks like a 
sea – attracts 1000s of wildfowl in winter, with 
100s of swans and diving ducks. It is an important 
area for Red-crested Pochard Netta rufina, with an 
estimated average wintering population of 24 000 
(van der Ven 2002), and five species of grebes are 
present (totalling 10 000-15 000; van der Ven 
2002). In the breeding season, the marshy edges of 
the northern part are interesting to check. Cetti’s 
Cettia cetti, Paddyfield and Barred Warbler S niso-
ria are all common and Terek Sandpiper Xenus 
cine reus can be found on the shores. In the mead-
ows, Common Pheasants and Citrine Wagtails, 
mainly nominate M c citreola, can be found. The 
dry hills are good for Pied Wheatears and Grey-
necked Buntings E buchanani. If time allows, a 
visit to the Grigorievka gorge, on the central north-
ern side of the lake, is an option. It is an impressive 
gorge with species like Golden Eagle, Black-
throated Accentor, Blue-capped Redstart and Red-
mantled Rosefinch. Booted Eagle A pennata occurs 
here as well, and the density of Azure Tits is high. 
The southern shore of Issyk Kul has much drier 
habitat, with a whole new set of birds. It is possible 
to stay overnight in Tamga village, or in a tradition-
al yurt – nomad’s tent – in the tiny settlement of 
Ak-Sai. In the scrub, Sykes’s Warbler Iduna rama is 
common, as are Central Asian Lesser Whitethroats. 
When birding the surrounding rocky dry hills, 
Hume’s Whitethroat can also be found. In May 
2007, a singing male Rufous-tailed Scrub Robin 
Cercotrichas galactotes was photographed near Ak-
Sai, the first confirmed record of this species in the 
north. As the habitat is suitable, and as it also oc-
curs in Kazakhstan, it is likely that this species 
breeds here. Goodies in the surrounding hills in-
clude Mongolian Finch and Asian Crimson-winged 
Finch Rhodopechys sanguineus. Somewhere half-
way at the southern shore, 9 km west of Ak-Sai, 
there is a small body of water known as Salt Lake. 
This used to be part of Issyk Kul but due to dropping 
water levels it became separated. The muddy edges 
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16 Masked Wagtail / Maskerkwikstaart Motacilla personata, Temir Kanat, Kyrgyzstan, 29 May 2007 (Vincent van 
der Spek)  17 Red-fronted Serins / Roodvoorhoofdkanaries Serinus pusillus, Grigorievka, Kyrgyzstan, 25 May 2007 
(Vincent van der Spek)  18 White-bellied Dipper / Witbuikwaterspreeuw Cinclus cinclus leucogaster, May Saz, 
Kyrgyzstan, 14 July 2009 (Machiel Valkenburg)  19 Meadow Bunting / Weidegors Emberiza cioides, Jeti Ögüz, 

Kyrgyzstan, 27 May 2007 (Peter Hoppenbrouwers)

attract waders like Terek Sandpiper and with some 
luck one may stumble upon a Lesser Sand Plover 
Charadrius mongolus. South of Issyk Kul there are 
more mountainous areas with alpine species. The 
river valley west of the village of Tuura-Suu, south 
of the western shores of the big lake, might be the 
nearest spot from Bishkek to see one of the most 
remarkable waders of the world: Ibisbill. The spe-
cies is more common further east but this area can 
be reached within half a day from the capital. To 
reach this site you pass the beautiful Tuura-Suu 
gorge, with its typical lower mountainous species. 
Cinereous Vultures Aegypius monachus are not un-
common here.

The east: May Saz
The city of Karakol (population c 75 000), east of 
Issyk Kul, is an ideal starting point to explore May 

Saz. During the Cold War, Karakol was used by 
the Russians for testing submarines. The spots 
where submarines were let into the water are now 
occupied by Red-crested Pochards. Little Bitterns 
are abundant in the reed beds. The best time to go 
on an expedition to May Saz is from mid-June to 
the end of July, when roads are most likely to be 
snow-free. However, even in July some snow can 
be expected. For the exploration of May Saz, lo-
cated not far from the Chinese border, permits are 
needed. They are not easy to obtain by yourself, so 
when travelling independently, it is best to arrange 
them through a tourist operator. Special vehicles 
are necessary in this area. An old rehabilitated 
Russian army truck fits the bill perfectly. After 40 
min of driving, the surroundings change from ag-
ricultural land to wet meadows and rough stony 
slopes, overgrown with juniper bushes and conif-
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erous forests. The bushes and forests harbour a 
long list of interesting species like Black-throated 
Accentor, White-tailed Rubythroat, Eversmann’s 
Redstart, Blue-capped Redstart, White-browed Tit-
warbler, Red-fronted Serin, Red-mantled Rose-
finch, White-winged Grosbeak and Pine Bunting. 
The chances to come across one of these gems are 
rather good. Greenish Warbler and Hume’s Leaf 
Warbler are abundant. With a little luck, rare birds 
like Black Grouse Tetrao tetrix, the regional sub-
species of Northern Hawk Owl Surnia ulula tien-
schanica and no less than three gorgeous rose-
finches – Red-fronted C puniceus, Spotted Great 
C severtzovi and Long-tailed Rosefinch – can be 
found. The wet meadows here are the foraging 
area of Ibisbill. Before reaching May Saz, you 
need to cross the May Saz pass at c 3800 m. The 
rocky parts above the treeline are good for both 
Altai Accentor P himalayana and Brown Accentor. 
Sometimes, they are joined by Güldenstädt’s 
Redstart. Both Plain Mountainfinch Leucosticte 
nemoricola and Brandt’s Mountainfinch L brandti 
are easily observed. A species that could occur in 
this habitat is Snow Pigeon Columba leuconota, 
of which one record is known on 23 June 2000  
(L Conole in litt). The species certainly breeds in 
the southern mountains of Kyrgyzstan. As there is 
no accommodation available in this remote area, 
camping is the only option. In the May Saz valley, 
breeding Ibisbills can be found and in the bushes 
near the river Black-backed Citrine Wagtails and 
Masked Wagtails are literally all over the place. 
From the surrounding mountains, Himalayan 
Snow cock may be heard. Spotted Great Rose-
finches have been observed in the area. May Saz 
is a must-go area when visiting Kyrgyzstan. 
Camping in a landscape with so little human ac-
tivity is an unsurpassed experience. 

Son Kul mountain lake
Starting from the second part of June, when the 
road is snow free, it is possible to visit Son Kul. 
The landscape is simply amazing and good birds 
occur in this area. At c 3000 m and surrounded by 
mountains reaching over 3800 m, some true high 
altitude birding can be done. The circle-shaped 
lake is c 20 km in diameter and is surrounded by 
a grass plateau where Edelweiss Leontopodium 
alpinum is abundant. After leaving the main road 
and after passing a village where Rock Sparrows 
Petronia petronia breed in holes in the clay  
houses, you will find yourself in a completely 
desolated area. During the two-hour drive up on 
the gravel road you may come across common 
species like Asian Twite C flavirostris brevirostris (a 

potential split), Altai Accentor, White-tailed Ruby-
throat and the stunning ferghanensis Common 
Rosefinch. As there is no accommodation availa-
ble near Son Kul, spending a night in a local yurt 
is a good alternative. You are surrounded by sev-
eral species like Horned Lark Eremophila alpes-
tris, Isabelline Wheat ear O isabellina and Northern 
Wheat ear O oenanthe, to name a few. One of the 
real specialties is Demoiselle Crane Grus virgo 
which breeds nearby and small numbers can be 
observed. When birding the rocky parts of Son 
Kul, you have a good chance of bumping into 
nesting Güldenstädt’s Redstarts and White-winged 
Snowfinches Montifringilla nivalis. The best area is 
the south-eastern part of the lake, which has grass-
land, marshy areas, small sandy shores and open 
water. Apart from fairly common and widespread 
species like Ruddy Shelduck Tadorna ferruginea, 
more interesting ones for European birders in-
clude Pallas’s Gull Larus ichthyaetus and Lesser 
Sand Plover. In the past, several pairs of Bar-
headed Goose Anser indicus were present but 
there are no recent sightings. Several vultures soar 
around: Bearded, Griffon G fulvus, Himalayan 
and Cinereous Vultures, and Long-legged Buzzards 
Buteo  rufinus are not uncommon, while there 
have been also reports of Upland Buzzards 
B hemilasius (Otto Pfister in litt). Golden Eagle 
and Booted Eagle occur in small numbers, as does 
Barbary Falcon Falco pelegrinoides. 

The south
There is still a lot to be discovered in the north but 
when it comes to southern Kyrgyzstan, virtually 
nothing is known. Of the few European birders 
that visited the country, no one seriously birded in 
the southern oblasts (provinces) of Osh and 
Batken, mainly because of several hostile Uzbek 
enclaves in the Fergana valley. Only the occasion-
al volunteer worker or mountain climber with a 
general interest in birds has reported some sight-
ings. The Fergana valley (Batken Oblast) is sub-
tropical and temperatures may reach over 40 de-
grees in summer. On the border with Tajikistan, 
several peaks above 7000 m stand out in the land-
scape. Van der Ven (2002) is the only (English) 
source of information for this area and, apparent-
ly, several species can only be found in the south, 
like Snow Pigeon (‘rare resident in high moun-
tains’), the globally threatened Yellow-eyed Dove 
C eversmanni (‘rarely breeds in Fergana’), White-
throated Robin Irania gutturalis (‘breeds mainly in 
Fergana’), Hume’s Short-toed Lark Calandrella 
acutirostris (‘mainly in the west in dry areas’), 
Plumbeous Redstart Rhyacornis fuliginosa (‘rare 
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20 Red-mantled Rosefinch / Roze Roodmus Carpodacus rhodochlamys, female, Grigorievka, Kyrgyzstan, 25 May 
2007 (Vincent van der Spek)  21 Red-tailed Shrike / Turkestaanse Klauwier Lanius phoenicuroides, female, Chon 
Kemin, Kyrgyzstan, 23 May 2007 (Vincent van der Spek)  22 Isabelline Wheatear / Izabeltapuit Oenanthe isabellina, 

Ak Soy, Kyrgyzstan, 25 May 2009 (Vincent van der Spek)
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resident Osh and Fergana’), White-capped Redstart 
Chaimarrornis leucocephala (‘breeds in Osh and 
Fergana’), Little Forktail Enicurus scouleri (‘rare 
resident Fergana’), Variable Wheatear O picata 
(‘common breeder’), Asian Paradise Flycatcher 
Terpsiphone paradisi (‘breeds around Fergana’) 
and Rufous-tailed Flycatcher Muscicapa ruficauda 
(‘rare breeder in Fergana’) should all occur. Van 
der Ven (2002) uses many question marks when 
discussing species that should or could occur in 
the south, like Tibetan Sandgrouse S tibetanus (‘re-
corded in Tajikistan, so it might occur in Osh 
province’), Egyptian Nightjar C aegyptius (‘not re-
corded in Kyrgyzstan, but supposed breeder’), 
Pied Bushchat Saxicola caprata (‘possible breeder 
in the southwest’), Ménétries’s Warbler S mysta-
cea (‘breeds in west Fergana; not well recorded’) 
and Western Crowned Warbler P occipitalis (‘pos-
sibly breeds in SW Fergana valley’). The adventur-
ous could fill in several of these question marks 
and may even find new species for the country. 
Mountain climbers do visit the area without any 
notable problems. If you intend to visit the area, 
we advise you use a local travel agency. 

More to discover
As stated above, the status of several species is 
virtually unknown. But that is not all. The distribu-
tion of a few rather common European species is 
also unknown. For instance, there’s not a single 
records of Spotted Crake Porzana porzana for the 
country, although it is suspected to be a migrant 
(van der Ven 2002) as it is a rare to common 
breeding and passage migrant in neighbouring 
Kazakhstan. During our trips to the region, we 
both recorded several breeding species that had 
previously not been confirmed. For instance, Grey 
Partridge Perdix perdix was not recorded in 
Kyrgyzstan until recently (Machiel Valkenburg in 
2006, Michael Westerbjerg Andersen in 2007), 
and Song Thrush Turdus philomelos is qualified as 
‘not recorded, might be a rare migrant’ but, in 
November 2000, a flock of 15 was reported south 
of Issyk Kul (Otto Pfister in litt). The latter species 
also occurs in neighbouring Kazakhstan (Wassink 
& Oreel 2007), close to the western borders of 
Kyrgyzstan. The last couple of years, several 
records of breeding and migrating Brown-throated 
Martins Riparia paludicola became known; a col-
ony was discovered near Kockork, between Son 
Kul lake and Issyk Kul lake (Manuel Schweizer in 
litt). Of the little-known Large-billed Reed Warbler 
A orinus, recently rediscovered on its wintering 
grounds in India and Thailand after 139 years 
(Round et al 2007, Svensson et al 2008; Dutch 

Birding 28: 180, 2006, 29: 55, 2007, 30: 269-
270, 2008), 10 new specimens (previously wrong-
ly labelled) were found in various museums. Four 
of these were collected in Afghanistan, and one in 
Kazakhstan (cf Wassink 2009), suggesting that the 
species breeds in Central Asia. In summer 2009, it 
has been found breeding in north-easternmost 
Afghanistan but more of the breeding grounds 
could be in Kyrgyzstan... And that is all part of the 
charm: there is much to discover.

Conclusion
Taking all the gaps in the knowledge of Kyrgyzstan’s 
avifauna into account, visits by more birders are 
very welcome. Kyrgyzstan has all the ingredients 
for an A-class birding trip: good accommodations, 
astounding landscapes, friendly people and, most 
of all, an intriguing avifauna that could hold sev-
eral undiscovered gems.
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Samenvatting
Vogels kijken in kirgizië  Hoewel er een lichte toename 
is van het aantal vogelaars dat Kirgizië bezoekt, is dat 
nog erg laag. C 90% van dit Centraal-Aziatische land dat 
c vijf maal zo groot is als Nederland ligt boven 1500 m, 
met pieken tot boven 7000 m. De bevolkingsdichtheid 
is laag. In Noord-Kirgizië is Issyk Kul, het op één na 
grootste bergmeer ter wereld, prominent: van west naar 
oost is het 185 km lang en het is maximaal 61 km breed. 
De beste periode om Kirgizië te bezoeken is mei-juli, 
zowel vanwege het (land)klimaat als de soortenrijkdom. 
De avifauna is een mix tussen soorten die ook in 
Zuidoost-Europa voorkomen, zoals Scharrelaar Coracias 
garrulus, Bijeneter Merops apiaster en Bonte Tapuit 
Oenanthe pleschanka, steppe- en woestijnsoorten als 
Steppehoen Syrrhaptes paradoxus en Sino-Himalaya-
soorten zoals de bijzondere Ibissnavel Ibidorhyncha 
struthersii en diverse soorten roodstaarten en roodmus-
sen. Soorten die West-Europese vogelaars zullen aan-
spreken zijn onder andere Jufferkraanvogel Grus virgo, 
Mongoolse Plevier Charadrius mongolus, Citroen kwik-
staart Motacilla citreola, Veldrietzanger Acro cephalus 
agricola, Struikrietzanger A dumetorum, Sykes’ Spot-
vogel Iduna rama, Humes Bladkoning Phylloscopus  
humei, Azuurmees Cyanistes cyanus en Langstaart-
klauwier Lanius schach. Interessant is de aanwezigheid 
van diverse nauw verwante taxa waarvan de status als 
(onder)soort in discussie is of is geweest. Zo komen bij-
voorbeeld zowel Turkestaanse Klauwier L phoenicuroi-
des (broedvogel) als Daurische Klauwier L isabellinus 
(doortrekker) en zowel Citroenkwikstaart als Zwartrug-
citroenkwikstaart M c calcarata (beide broedvogel) voor. 
Diverse ondersoorten hebben recentelijk soortstatus ver-
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kregen, zoals Maskerkwikstaart M personata, of zouden 
die volgens sommige auteurs moeten krijgen. Van veel 
vogelsoorten, zelfs van algemene, is het voorkomen nog 
nauwelijks bekend. Enkele soorten die bijvoorbeeld in 
buurland Kazachstan voorkomen zijn niet bekend uit 
Kirgizië. Er valt voor de vogelaar dan ook nog wat te 
ontdekken. Vanwege de taalbarrière (bijna niemand 
spreekt Duits of Engels) is het aan te raden om het land 
in georganiseerd verband te bezoeken. Dit artikel somt 
met name de diverse goede vogelgebieden in het noor-
den op, die habitats als hooggebergte, woestijnen, moe-
rassen en bergmeren beslaan. Het zuiden is nog nauwe-
lijks verkend en echte ornithologische verrassingen be-
horen hier tot de mogelijkheden. 
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