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Coastal lagoons of the Caspian Sea and the holy mountain Besh Barmag (Kai Gauger, October 2007)
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Preface
Migrating birds usually try to avoid passing mountain ranges and large water surfaces. Thus
several sites have developed, where masses of migrating individuals accumulate. Such points
in Europe are e.g. the Strait of Gibraltar, Falsterbo in southern Sweden, or Eilat in Israel. In
pre-studies in 2007 we identified the narrowest spot between Eastern Greater Caucasus and
the Caspian Sea, close to the holy mountain Besh Barmag, to be a distinguished place for
migration observations. Azerbaijan lies on the main migration flyway from East Europe,
Russia and Central Asia to the Mediterranean, the Arabian Peninsula and Africa and this
project has the aim to identify, count and ring birds that pass on this migration route. This has
never been done in such intensity in Azerbaijan and the entire region of the Eastern Caucasus
before.

Aims
With the changes following the breakdown of the Soviet Union scientifically studies about
birds in Azerbaijan widely ended. Since then only a small group of ornithologists around Dr.
Elchin Sultanov, head of the Azerbaijan Ornithological Society (AOS) is doing some
fieldwork. For several years German students have been working with AOS in different
ornithological projects of the Michael Succow Foundation and the University Greifswald.
During this time many new species have been recorded and it was shown, that there is a large
lack of knowledge regarding the information on breeding and especially migrating birds.
Never before migration studies as proposed here, have been conducted in Azerbaijan. For
many species numbers are not known and the temporal and spatial occurrence is lacking
detailed information. The project will show the immense importance of the country for bird
migration and re-trapped birds will lead to new knowledge about migration routes in the
eastern Western Palaearctic. The results will be published afterwards.
Besides the main aim of data collection, environmental and scientific education of national
and international participants is the main goal. Especially the young ornithologists from AOS
will win a lot of experience in bird identification, field techniques of observation and
counting, exchange of knowledge with foreigners etc. They will be taught in organising
regular migration observations or such camps on their own in the future.

Site description
The observation site is situated 80 kilometres northeast of Azerbaijan’s capital Baku, close to
the town of Siyezen. Here the easternmost slopes of the Greater Caucasus encounter the
coastline of the Caspian Sea.
Shallow lagoons lying behind the beach bar are suitable resting sites for waders, gulls and
terns. A narrow stripe of small, dry forest is growing on sandy ground, frequented by
numerous resting passerines. Semi desert dominates the plain up to the foothills of the
mountains and merges with steppes in higher altitudes.
Between the mountain range in the west and the sea in the east the site acts like a funnel for
the passing birds. The plain is only three kilometre wide and most birds can be observed from
one point.

The small forest behind the beach is a great place for catching passerines (Kai Gauger, October 2007)

Methods
Time schedule:
15. + 16.08.
17.08. - 19.08.
20.08.
10.11.
11. + 12.11.

organisation of transport, purchase of field equipment and
basic catering
building up the field camp and the mist nets
start of observations and ringing
end of observations and ringing
end of the field camp, transport to Baku

Invitation of Volunteers
The Michael Succow Foundation and the NABU will invite volunteers from all over Europe
by contacting ringing centres, bird observatories, internet birding platforms and magazines.
The national ornithological society AOS will support the project with staff as well. The
volunteers will have to pay for their flights and main catering on their own, the transport and
basic field equipment will be provided by the project.

Accommodation
The main base of the field camp will be in the coastal forest. The participants will be asked to
bring their own tent, sleeping bag etc. A larger tent will be build up for storing equipment and
as place for a desk and for cooking. The family of a local farmer will be asked to take over the
catering with bread and other basic foodstuff. The next shops are in Siyezen and reached by
car in about half an hour.

Observations
The camp will be staffed at least from beginning September to end of October. If enough
volunteers join the camp, it might start in mid August and last until mid November. Over all
the time a minimum of two or three persons in required beside the camp leaders. The intensity
of observations and ringing is dependant on the number of volunteers. All data will be
collected in datasheets. The migrating birds will be counted (or estimated if in large flocks)
for each half hour and besides species and numbers also fight height and direction will be
noted.
There are three points for continuous observations:
1. The plain between the foothills and the Caspian
Most passerines, doves, crows and small raptors like falcons, harriers and sparrowhawks
concentrate in this narrow stripe. The daily observation will be from sunrise to early
afternoon, when the migration activities of songbirds come to a standstill.
2. The beach of the Caspian
All seabirds, including ducks, terns, gulls, flamingos, pelicans and many more pass mainly
offshore along the coast. The observations will last the whole day.
3. The first ridge of the Caucasus foothills
Larger birds, e.g. eagles and buzzards, dependant on thermal mainly pass through the lower
mountains and along the foothills. According to the flying conditions and migration intensity
the counting will start during the morning and be extended to the late afternoon.
This additional point for raptor observations; it can only be staffed if enough personnel are
available. Teams of at least two persons will be taken there by car for each two or three days.

Bird catching and ringing
In this nearly treeless region, the small forest of predominantly Russian Olive (Eleagnus
angustifolia) along the cost is a suitable resting site for songbirds of many species. The place
fits well for catching passerines with mist nets. The ringing starts in the early morning and is,
according to the numbers of resting birds extended to the evening.
The catching of passerine birds is essential to complete the idea of the species composition
and temporal occurrence. All warblers, thrushes, flycatchers and many more are migrating at
night and can thus not be observed. During the day they are resting and feeding in the forest.
As they are shy and hardly to observe with a constant method, the catching with mist nets is
the best way to record them. The Ringing Centre Hiddensee will provide bird rings in all
necessary sizes and also manage the data afterwards.

Michael Heiss, trainee from Greifswald University, observing songbird migration (Kai Gauger, October 2007)

Species and numbers
Pre-studies in 2007 and long year collection of ornithological data in Azerbaijan show that
more than 200 species can be observed passing the site. Among them are many threatened
species, for which Azerbaijan has a high international responsibility.
The bird composition is very diverse and changes during the migration season. At sea the
early migrants are marsh terns and Little Gulls, followed by other terns and gulls, Garganey
and herons; later also pelicans, flamingos, skuas, ducks and geese pass by. The early
passerines are wagtails, pipits and swallows, as well as starlings. From October the mass
migration of sparrows, larks and finches begins, they are accompanied mainly by Rooks and
pigeons. Early raptors are Montague’s Harrier, Honey Buzzard and Lesser Kestrel, followed
by Pallid, March and Hen Harrier, Steppe Eagle, Steppe Buzzards, Sparrowhawk and Merlin.
The ringing will include many different species of warblers and thrushes, further flycatchers,
shrikes and later in the year also finches and buntings. At the lagoons along the shore, waders
of up to 30 species can be observed and caught.
The numbers of counted birds will likely reach more than one and a half million during the
entire season. The number of ringed birds will be several thousand individuals.
The attached table (Annex) shows a rough overview about some species and numbers,
counted during a stay of four weeks in October 2007. In the morning songbird and in the
afternoon seabird migration was observed, each for four hours. Due to that just a part of the
actual migration has been recorded. The migration of raptors was hardly covered by these
observations, as the birds of prey mainly pass along the mountains and can only be recorded
well from a second site. Further the migration of marsh terns (Chlidonias), Little Gulls,
swallows, pipits and especially Yellow Wagtail peaks already in September and only small
parts of the passing numbers have been recorded.

Flock of migrating Dalmatian Pelicans at the observation site (Kai Gauger, October 2007)

Mixed flock of White-winged Terns and Little Gulls resting at the lagoon (Kai Gauger, September 2007)

Information for participants:
Who?
This invitation goes to everybody who is interested in bird migration and ringing and has at
least some experience in one of these topics. Very welcome are persons that have already
worked on stations observing or ringing migrating birds.
When?
The camp will start between mid August and beginning September and last until End October
to mid November, according to the possibilities of the participants we are flexible in this. The
minimum time span for the stay in the camp should be two weeks, but exceptions are
possible.
Where to stay?
We will stay in a real field camp, which means that we sleep in tents. The site is optimal for
camping; the ground is soft but dry, the forest provides fuel wood and the Caspian Sea for
swimming is only two minutes away. The Michael Succow Foundation holds a flat in Baku,
where you can stay for one or two days after arriving and before leaving or if the weather was
too bad.
Weather?
In September it will still be warm and likely completely dry. From October on the
temperatures start to fall, but as the site lies in a semi-desert landscape there will not be much
rain. Sometimes it can be windy and the mornings in the later season can be cold, so bring a
warm jacket as well then.
What to bring?
The participants have to bring all their personal equipment (including a tent and sleeping bag)
with them. What you need is your binoculars and if you have also telescope and photo
camera. Also bring some dishes, a cup etc. A tent with table and chairs, as well as cooking
equipment will be build up by the project.
Costs?
Flights to Baku are cheapest with Air Baltic via Riga and available e.g. from Germany from
about 380 €. Also many other airlines fly to Baku regularly. For the board you should
calculate about 50 € per week. The transport from and to the airport and to the shops in the
town are provided by the project.
Visa?
Visa should be ordered at the Azerbaijan embassy in your home country. They are easy to get
for about 60 - 80 €.
Further excursions?
If you are interested to see other sites, e.g. national parks and further protected areas,
excursions can be organised.

Contact: kai_gauger@yahoo.de

Annex: Overview about rough numbers counted in October 2007 (not all species included)
raptors

Steppe Eagle
Marsh Harrier
Pallid Harrier
Steppe Buzzard
Sparrowhawk
Lesser Kestrel
Hobby
passerines and other Common Crane
species migrating over Lapwing
land at daytime
Stock Dove
Wood Pigeon
Blue-cheeked Bea-eater
Skylark
Calandra Lark
Barn Swallow
Tawny Pipit
White Wagtail
Yellow Wagtail
Rook
Common Starling
House/Spanish Sparrow
Chaffinch/Brambling
seabirds
all grebes
Dalmatian Pelicans
herons/egrets
Spoonbill
Greater Flamingo
all ducks
Artic Skua
all Gulls
all Sterna terns
all Chlidonias terns

40
800
100
200
500
300
80
200
1.000
3.000
300
1.000
7.000
30.000
25.000
200
20.000
1.000
12.000
200.000
40.000
5.000
500
500
3.000
1.000
1.500
30.000
100
10.000
6.000
4.000

