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Introduction 
Having been sent to Istanbul to work for three weeks the thought of spending 
three weekends in my hotel was not appealing so I decided to see if it was 
possible to see Iraq Babbler the only tick Turkey still held for me during a 
weekend jaunt. Although I could find no reports of anyone visiting the area 
outside of the main birding time spring and early summer I decided to give it a go. 
As they are not migrants they had to be in the area although they may have 
dispersed. Having birded Turkey 25 years ago I was also looking forward to 
seeing species I hadn’t seen since then. 
 
Logistics 
Getting to Birecik was much easier than I thought. With the advent of cheap 
airlines I found a flight to Gaziantep, which is only 75km from Birecik, departing 
on a Friday evening and returning on Sunday evening at very low price in fact it 
cost nearly as much getting to and from the airport by taxi. Car rental was 
available at Gaziantep airport though not cheap. Everything was booked over the 
internet and I was set to go. 
 
Accommodation/Food 
I didn’t pre book any accommodation deciding to find somewhere on spec. From 
previous trip reports I had noted that there was a motel the Merkalem on the west 
side of the Euphrates bridge which is very close to the track that leads to the 
northern gravel pits so I hoped that it wouldn’t be full. It wasn’t though the hotel in 
the centre of Birecik was so may be I was risking it a bit. It would not of been fun 
sleeping in the car in those temperatures. For the price the Motel was not bad at 
least it had a heater although no hot water. Having been very sick last time I was 
in Birecik 25 years ago I was wary of the food so in the morning I stuck to boiled 
eggs and bread from transport restaurant near the motel and during the day eat 
the usual junk food. 
 
Weather 
The last time I had been to Birecik it had been 40 plus degrees and I was all for 
packing my shorts however when I checked the weather I found that it was below 
freezing at night and only about 8 degrees during the day so there was a quick 
rethink and in went my thermals. Both mornings I woke to a light frost with clear 
blue skies. On Saturday morning there was a cold breeze making it feel very cold 
however on Sunday the breeze had dropped and hence it felt much warmer. On 
Sunday the sky started to cloud over mid afternoon reminding me of the cold dull 
winter UK days I use to experience many years ago. 
 
Sites 
Gravel Pits 
The area of extensive gravel pits are located on the west bank of the Euphrates 
about 2km north of the bridge. From Birecik town drive west over the bridge and 
about 100m past the Merkalem Motel there is a small track on the right. Take this 
track and continue past an extensive grave yard and through some gravel 
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processing buildings until you reach the start of the pits. I was surprised at the 
lack of birds on the pits however the reason for this was soon obvious as both 
mornings all that could be heard was gunshots. The area is extensively hunted. I 
found Iraq Babbler to be fairly wide spread. I saw up to twelve birds in narrow 
marsh running along the side of the road starting just after you go under some 
electricity cables. The marsh runs along the edge of the road for about 1 km and 
I had three separate parties. I also saw them on the Euphrates side of the gravel 
pits. 

 
 
Bald Ibis Breeding Programme 
Located about 4km north of the town on the East bank of the Euphrates. I 
stopped for tea and then explore the large wadi that runs from the reserve. I 
didn’t see much however it is reported to be a good wintering site for Wallcreeper 
 
Orchards and Rocky Slopes North Of Birecik 
I took the road north out of Birecik along the east side of the Euphrates and after 
about 6kms turned off on the road to Halfeti. I followed this road into the hills and 
explored the first rock covered slopes I came across which were about 25 kms 
out of the town. I also explored some orchards adjacent to the road about 5km’s 
closer to Birecik . The stop proved very productive with Eastern Rock Nuthatch, 
Finches Wheatear and Radde’s Accentor. 
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Itinerary 
 
Friday 14th January 2011 
Caught the 18.25 flight from Istanbul to Gazinetep which left a few minutes early 
and arrived on time at 19.55. I was met at the airport by a representative of 
Eurocar the paperwork was processed very quickly and within 15 minutes of 
landing I was on my way heading east along the D400 to Birecik. It took me just 
over an hour of careful driving to reach the Merkalem Motel located on the west 
bank of the Euphrates just before the bridge. Although I had no booking I had no 
problem getting a room and although there was a heater only ice cubs came out 
of the hot water tap. I crawled into bed to keep warm and was soon asleep 
 
Saturday 15th January 
Woke at 5am looked out of the window and saw there had been a light frost so 
put plenty of layers on. Scraped the ice from the windscreen the first time I had 
done that in many years and drove a short distance to a restaurant where I had 
breakfast and hot tea. Left the restaurant just as it was getting light and drove the 
2km’s to the gravel pits. Left the warmth of the car and started exploring the 
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marshy area to the right of the main track where the electricity cables cross the 
track. It was cold and bird activity was very low however over 200 Corn Buntings 
left the reeds and headed to the fields to feed. As the sun started to warm the air 
bird activity picked up and very soon I heard an unfamiliar call coming from the 
reeds. I scan the area where the call was coming from and bingo there was an 
Iraq babbler perched halfway up a reed calling away. 

 
It was soon joined by a second bird. However both birds quickly dropped into the 
reeds and although I could here them I couldn’t see them. Job done. With the 
pressure off I continued exploring the marsh from the road and during the next 
hour I found two more groups of Babblers including a flock of seven. Satisfied 
with my views I spent the rest of the morning exploring the gravel pits and 
surrounding fields. I was a bit disappointed with the lack large birds but in the 
back ground all I could here gunshots so anything bigger than a babbler was at 
risk so had no doubt moved on. 
At about noon I returned to the car and headed across the Euphrates and then 
turned south and explored the river for about 10kms south of the town. The river 
was very high and I came across very little suitable habitat. I retraced my steps 
and headed back into town where I found a smarter looking hotel but to my 
surprise it was full. I headed north along the east bank of the Euphrates until I 
reached the Ibis breeding programme where I parked had a cup of tea and then 
started to explore the wadi. Although I walked a good 2km along it birding was 
very slow with a few Rock Buntings, and Syrian Woodpecker being the best finds. 
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I returned to the car and drove a few’s north but saw very little so I retraced my 
steps and headed back the gravel pits spending the last two hours of light 
watching the  birds drop into roost. These included many Corn Buntings and a 
small flock of Desert Finch’s. As the sun went down I returned to the Merkalem 
Motel and was in bed by 6.30 in order to keep warm. 
 
Sunday 16th January. 
With the pressure off and learning from the previous day I had a slightly later 
breakfast and reached the gravel pits just as the sun was peeking over the 
horizon. There was no breeze today and hence it was not so cold. This time I 
started on the Euphrates side of the pits and it was not long before I heard a 
small party of Babblers and very quickly located them as they made their way 
through the reeds and across some scrubby area. I spent the first  few hours of 
the morning exploring the pits and the surrounding fields and was surprised to 
find a small flock of Ferruginous ducks as yet again the hunters were out in force.  
By midmorning I was seeing nothing new so I returned to the car crossed the 
Euphrates and headed north along the east bank stopping and exploring a 
couple of smaller wadis just north of the Ibis breeding programme. They were 
very unproductive. I decided it was time to try some different habitat so I 
continued on north for about 25Km’s and stopped at the first area of rocky hill 
slopes I came across. I was not hopeful as I walked across the slopes but I was 
wrong and very quickly located a Male Finch’s Wheatear 
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Whilst watching it I heard the loud call of an Eastern Rock Nuthatch coming from 
the other side of the valley. I headed towards where the call was coming from 
and found a pair foraging amongst the rocks at the side of the road. 

 
My speculative stop was proving very fruitful. I continued to explore the rock 
strewn slopes and found another Finch’s Wheatear, another Nuthatch and a 
small flock of Goldfinch’s, a bird I had not seen for many years, and two Rock 
Sparrows. Well pleased I returned to the car and drove back along the road for a 
couple of Km’s until I came across some small birds on the wires adjacent to the 
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road. As I pulled up they flew into an adjacent orchard and landed in a tree. 
Scoping the tree I found it was a small mixed flock of Linnet, Goldfinch, Chaffinch, 
Serin and Rock Buntings. I decided to explore the orchard and as I walked along 
its rocky edge I flushed a small party of Rock Buntings and I was surprised to see 
it contain a single Raddes Accentor. I certainly wasn’t expecting that. I spent the 
next hour in the area trying to get some photos but with the clouds rolling in the 
light was getting worse and in the end I gave up and decided to spend the last 
hour of light at the gravel pits. I parked on the eastern side of the pits and as the 
sun slowly sunk a small party of Babblers put in a final appearance a fitting end 
to the weekend. I left as night approached wondering if it would be another 25 
years before I returned. The drive back to Gazinetep was uneventful. I dropped 
off the car and was surprised to find a café with internet inside the airport. I 
settled own with coffee snacks and waited for my flight back to Istanbul. 
 
Systematic List 
 
Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca 
About 150 on the Euphrates just north of Birecik Town 15 and 16th January 

 
Ferruginous Duck Aythya nyroca 
A small flock of 20 on the gravel pits 16th January 
 
Common Pochard  Aythya farina 
One with the Ferrunginous Ducks gravel pits 16th January 
 
See-see Partridge  Ammoperdix griseogularis 
One seen briefly in flight 20Km north of Bericik 16th January 
 
Black Francolin  Francolinus francolinus 

Two in flight at gravel pits 15th January 
 

Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis 
Small numbers on the Gravel Pits and the Euphrates River 15/16th January 
 
Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo 
Up to fifty seen daily in the vicinity of the gravel pits and Euphrates River 15/16th 
January 
 
Pygmy Cormorant  Phalacrocorax pygmeus 
Up to about twenty seen daily at the gravel pits 15 and 16th January 
 
Little Egret  Egretta garzetta 
Two gravel pits 15th January. One at the same location 16th January 
 
Marsh Harrier  Circus aeruginosus 
Up to three seen daily at the gravel pits 15/16th January 
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Long-legged Buzzard  Buteo rufinus 
One 20km north of Birecik 16th January 
 
Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus 
Two gravel pits 15th Janaury 
 
Peregrine  Falco peregrinus 
One flushed from the wadi by the Ibis breeding programme 15th January 
 
Water Rail  Rallus aquaticus 
Up to four heard gravel pits 15th January 
 
Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus 
Seen daily at the gravel pits and Euphrates River 15/16th January 
 
Coot  Fulica atra 
Thousands on the Euphrates River. Small number at the gravel pits 15/16th 
January 
 

Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago 
One Euphrates River just north of Birecik Tow 15th Janaury and five at the same 
location 16th January 
 
Green Sandpiper  Tringa ochropus 
Four at the gravel pits 15th January. Two at the gravel pits and one Euphrates 
River north of Birecik Town 16th January 
 
Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos 
One on Euphrates River just north of Birecik Town 16th January 
 
Black-headed Gull  Larus ridibundus 
Up to about 20 seen daily floating around  the gravel pits a Euphrates River 
 
Yellow-legged Gull  Larus michahellis 
A large flock of about 200 birds seen daily on the Euphrates River we assumed 
to be these species 
 
Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto 
Small Number seen daily 
 
Kingfisher  Alcedo atthis 
Up to two seen daily at the gravel pits 15/16th January 
 
Pied Kingfisher  Ceryle rudis 
Up to three seen daily at the gravel pits 15/16th January 
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Syrian Woodpecker  Dendrocopos syriacus 
One at the start of the wadi by the Ibis breeding programme 15th January. Two 
heard in Orchards 20km north of Birecik 16th January 
 
Crested Lark  Galerida cristata 
Seen daily with flocks of up to 100 birds seen in fields adjacent to the gravel pits 
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Skylark  Alauda arvensis 
Twenty missed in with a flock of Crested Lark’s in the fields adjacent to the gravel 
pits 15th January. Three 20km north of Birecik 16th January 
 

Water Pipit  Anthus spinoletta coutellii 
Three gravel pits 15th January. One Euphrates River just north of Birecik 16th 
January 
 
Grey Wagtail  Motacilla cinerea 
One in the wadi next to the Ibis breeding programme 15th January 
 
White Wagtail  Motacilla alba 
One at the gravel pits 16th January 
 
Yellow-vented Bulbul  Pycnonotus xanthopygos 

Two gravel pits and two in the wadi next to the Ibis breeding programme 15th 
January 
 
Iraq Babbler Turdoides altirostris 
A total of thirteen at the gravel pits15th January and sven at a different location 
within the gravel pit area 16th January 

 
 
Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes 
One gravel pits 15th January. One 20km north of Birecik 16th January 
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Radde’s Accentor  Prunella ocularis 
One 20km’s north of Birecik 16th January 
 
Bluethroat  Luscinia svecica 
Two gravel pits 15th January and one at the same location 16th January 
 
Black Redstart  Phoenicurus ochruros 
One gravel pits, two wadi next to Ibis breeding programme 15th January 
Two in fields north of Birecik 16th January 
 
Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola 
Up to eight seen daily gravel pits and surrounding fields 15/16th January 
 
Finsch’s Wheatear  Oenanthe finschii 
A male and female/first winter on rocky slopes 20km north of Birecik 16th January 
 
Blackbird  Turdus merula 
Three gravel pits 15th January with one at the same location 16th January 
 
Song Thrush Turdus philomelos 
One gravel pits 15th January 
 
Cetti’s Warbler  Cettia cetti 
Up to three seen daily at the gravel pits 15/16th January. One at the start of the 
wadi next to the Ibis breeding programme 15th January. 
 
Graceful Warbler  Prinia gracilis 
Up to twenty seen daily at the gravel pits 15/16th January 
 
Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita 
Up to three seen daily at the gravel pits 15/16th January. Two Orchards 20km 
north of Birecik 16th January. 
 
Eastern Rock Nuthatch  Sitta tephronota 
Three on rocky slopes 20km north of Birecik 16th January 
 
Jackdaw  Corvus monedula 
About 50 in a large mixed Corvide flock in fields next to the gravel pits 15/16th 
January 
 
Rook  Corvus frugilegus 
About 50 in a large mixed Corvide flock in fields next to the gravel pits 15/16th 
January 
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Hooded Crow Corvus cornix 
Over a hundred in a mixed Corvide flock in fields next to tehgravel pits 15/16th 
January 
. 
House Sparrow  Passer domesticus 
Small numbers recorded daily at many locations 
 
Rock Sparrow  Petronia petronia 
Two on rocky slopes 20km north of Birecik 16th January 
 
Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs 
Small flocks recorded at many locations 
 
Serin  Serinus serinus 
Three in Orchard 20km north of Birecik 16th January 
 
Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis 
A total of about 50 seen in small flocks on the rocky slopes and orchards 20km 
north of Birecik 16th January 

 
 
Linnet  Carduelis cannabina 
Three gravel pits 15th January. Up to thirty in orchards 20km north of Birecik 16th 
January 
 
Desert Finch  Rhodospiza obsoleta 
Twenty perched on wires before dropping into the reeds to roost  Gravel Pits 15th 
January. 
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Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus 
One gravel pits 15th January and another at same location 16th January 
 
Rock Bunting  Emberiza cia 
Three wadi next to Ibis breeding programme 15th January. Twenty in orchards 
20km north of Birecik 16th January 
 
Corn Bunting  Emberiza calandra 
Over 200 seen in the morning and evening coming and going to roost at the 
gravel pits 15/16th January 
 


