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NB. Please note that the itinerary below offers our planned programme of excursions.  However, adverse 

weather & other local considerations can necessitate some re-ordering of the programme during the 

course of the tour, though this will always be done to maximise best use of the time and weather 

conditions available.   

Introduction 

Syria has played a pivotal role in the Middle East’s turbulent history. This surprisingly small country has been 
occupied by Egyptians, Hittites, Persians, Greeks and Romans, Crusaders, Mamelukes, Ottoman Turks and French, 
and each invader has left their mark resulting in an historian’s paradise.  The ornithological riches of neighbouring 
countries such as Israel, Jordan and Egypt have been well studied, and indeed are regularly enjoyed by Naturetrek 
groups, but the attention of the birdwatching world has only recently focussed on Syria. As more birdwatchers visit, 
they are beginning to record a varied avifauna with several Palaearctic rarities such as Bald Ibis and Iraq Babbler, as 
well as an excellent range of desert specialists and waterbirds. The breeding species are augmented each spring by 
hundreds of thousands of migrants that rest and feed in Syria before continuing their long journey north to their 
nesting grounds in Asia and eastern Europe. With the assistance of local birding expertise we feel that the following 
itinerary provides a superb introduction to the varied birdlife of the country as well as allowing tour members to 
visit some of the stunning archaeological reminders of the country’s colourful past. 

Day 1                                                                                                 Damascus 

We depart from London on a scheduled service flight to Damascus. On arrival in the Syrian capital we transfer to a 
hotel in the city. 

Day 2                                                                                                       Palmyra 

Leaving the city behind we drive through an increasingly arid desert landscape towards Palmyra where we stay for 
two nights. The journey will be full of ornithological interest and will probably take somewhat longer to accomplish 
than the 200 kilometre distance might suggest! At first we may see very few birds but gradually more of the 
characteristic species of this habitat become evident by the roadside, birds such as the handsome Temminck’s 
Horned Lark and Isabelline Wheatears uttering their strange Wigeon like song in display flights.  
 
As it will be on every day of this tour we will be keeping a look out for raptors which stream north through the 
country when conditions are favourable. On such occasions the diversity can be stunning and include Black Kite, 
Steppe and Long-legged Buzzards, Short-toed, Lesser Spotted and Booted Eagles, Marsh, Montagu’s and Pallid 
Harriers in varying numbers. Travelling on a broad front, and utilizing each developing thermal, these bird of prey 
movements are always hard to forecast but we will hope for the kind of day when the rising sun reveals dozens of 
buzzards and eagles scattered over the desert waiting to continue their journey as the air begins to warm. 
 
The migration imperative is shared by a host of passerine species and on our way to Palmyra we will investigate 
suitable patches of vegetation or water which provide temporary refuge for these avian travellers. As with the 
raptors, the variety and numbers will vary according to the prevailing weather conditions but possibilities to be 
passing through such locations in April include several species of shrike and any of fifteen warbler species!  
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Hirundines are almost constantly streaming over the countryside and splashes of colour are provided by little parties 
of European and Blue-cheeked Bee-eaters, both surely candidates for the most exotic and beautiful of all the 
migrants. An exciting stop before reaching our final destination will be Sed Wadi Abied, a reed fringed reservoir 
where attractions may include Ferruginous Duck, Little Crake, Little Swift and Dead Sea Sparrow. An impressive 
range of migrants is also possible at this fantastic hot-spot which always has the capacity to provide a few birding 
surprises. The plains en route may yield good views of Lesser Short-toed Lark and Cream-coloured Courser. 
 
At length we will arrive at Palmyra and check-in at our hotel accommodation. If time permits we may enjoy a little 
local birding before retiring for a welcome evening meal and a good night’s sleep! 

Day 3                                                                                                    Palmyra 

Palmyra is internationally renowned as an outstanding archaeological site boasting the ruins of an ancient Roman 
city that rival in splendour the better known sites at Ephesus or Jerash. It is beyond the scope of this tour to 
undertake a comprehensive tour in the limited time available but we will certainly pay a visit during our day and will 
be glad to assist any tour member wishing to opt out from the birding to spend much longer exploring the ruins. 
 
One of our priorities whilst at Palmyra will be the critically endangered Bald Ibises. These desperately rare birds 
were sensationally discovered breeding near Palmyra in 2002 but have subsequently declined to just one pair in 2010 
so it is difficult to predict whether any will return in 2011. Understandably visits to the breeding site are strictly 
controlled and with uncertainty about the future we cannot guarantee being able to see the Ibises but if it is at all 
possible we will hope to do so. These striking birds can happily co-exist with man during the breeding season as 
evidenced by the famous colony at Birecik in Turkey which was situated right in the heart of the town, but problems 
seem to occur during their migration journeys and each successive year fewer return to nest. A glimmer of hope is 
however offered by a new initiative at Palmyra with captive bred birds being introduced in the hope of forming a 
larger colony and satellite monitoring to plot their winter wanderings. 
 
The ibises may be the most famous summer residents of Palmyra but the birdwatching in the areas surrounding the 
city is of the highest calibre and will keep us fully occupied throughout our stay. Local breeding species include; 
Griffon & Egyptian Vultures, Desert Eagle Owl, Mourning Wheatear, Menetries’ and Olivaceous Warblers, Desert 
Finch and Brown-necked Raven along with up to ten species of Lark. The hugely impressive Hoopoe Lark is one 
representative of the lark family inhabiting the sandy wastes but other relatives to look for include Bar-tailed Desert, 
Lesser Short-toed and the rare Dunn’s Lark. 

Day 4-5                                                                                             Deir-ez-Zor 

After this splendid introduction to Syria we travel next through the desert for a two night stay in Deir-ez-Zor in the 
valley of the fabled river Euphrates. A feature of the countryside here are numerous reed-fringed ox-bow lakes 
providing a contrast in habitats to the aridity of Palmyra. In vegetation along the river we will seek local specialities 
such as White-cheeked Bulbul, Black Francolin and Dead Sea Sparrow but of particular interest in the reed-beds will 
be the small population of Iraq Babblers. These entertaining and sociable birds are known from only a limited range 
in the Middle East and Deir-ez-Zor represents one of the most reliable places to see them. Other birds to look for 
here include Night Heron, Pied Kingfisher, Little Crake, Olivaceous and Cetti’s Warblers. 
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The highlight of the Euphrates, and possibly of the tour, is the superb relict ox-bow lake at Mhemideh, about 10 
kilometres north of Deir-ez-Zor. Here, a network of shallow lakes and reed-beds provide a mosaic of wetland 
habitats in a relatively small area. Up to 10 species of duck may be found on the pools, up to 8 species of heron and 
a good range of waders. Breeding species include Ferruginous, White-headed and Marbled Ducks, White-tailed and 
Spur-winged Plovers, Black-winged Stilt, Whiskered Tern, Blue-cheeked Bee-eater, Moustached Warbler, and if we 
are lucky, Citrine Wagtail.  
 
The well preserved ruins of the Roman city Dura Europos is situated on a bluff about one hour’s drive from Deir-
ez-Zor and whilst we cannot include this in the itinerary for the day we will be glad to make transport arrangements 
for any tour members wishing to opt out from the birding activities to visit this site. 

Day 6                                                                                                       Aleppo 

Those with a passion for archaeology will find the ruined Byzantine fortress of Halabbiyah a spectacular diversion 
from the birds as we pay a morning visit but even here it is impossible to completely leave them behind as both 
Finsch’s Wheatear and See-see Partridge may be encountered as we tour the ruins and Lesser Kestrel is another 
possibility here.  
 
After the sightseeing we have a long drive in prospect to reach Aleppo, Syria’s second city. To break the journey we 
may stop at Mustah salt fields, an excellent spot for waders where the trip list could be boosted by several potential 
additions. At length we arrive in Aleppo, an impressive city boasting a stupendous Mameluke citadel and a vast 
medieval souk, a fascinating warren of alleyways to entice even the most reluctant shopper. We will be based at a 
hotel in the city for a two night stay. 

Day 7                                                                                                       Aleppo 

A very early start will be necessary today to visit Sabkhat al-Jabbul, arguably the best birding location in Syria. This 
large, shallow salt lake is about 35kilometres from Aleppo and despite having no formal protection is a very 
important refuge for waterbirds. Water levels have varied over the years but following inflow from irrigation 
projects in the 1980’s the lake currently extends over 20kilometres in length and is 15 kilometres wide with thick 
growths of phragmites along the northern shores. Huge numbers of migrant waterfowl and waders occur here, 
although the distances involved and the inevitable heat-haze make observations difficult during the heat of the day 
hence our early start. Some of the sights awaiting us will include thousands of Greater Flamingos shimmering out 
on the lagoon, White-winged Black Terns dipping to the water surface and flocks of Little Stints feeding among 
other waders in the shallows. Spoonbills, seven species of heron, Purple Gallinules and Spanish Sparrows are also to 
be found in the reed-beds.  
 
Whilst the vagaries of migration determine exactly what variety awaits us, birds that can regularly be seen in April, 
either on the lake or in the surrounding country, include; Black-necked Grebe, White-headed, Marbled and 
Ferruginous Ducks, Greater Sandplover and up to 20 species of wader including tens of thousands of Ruff, giving 
an indication of just how important this site is. 
 
After a thorough investigation of Sabkhat al-Jabbul, we return to Aleppo. 
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Day 8-9                                                                                            Slenfe 

We depart from Aleppo and travel south along a limestone ridge to visit the best preserved of the so-called ‘Dead 
Cities’; Byzantine settlements dating back to the 6th century AD which remain in an extraordinary state of repair 
thanks to the benign climate. Here too, we may find Rock Sparrows and Black-headed Buntings. As we continue 
our journey the landscape dramatically changes as we enter the mountainous countryside and oak woods which 
characterize the district around Slenfe, our destination for the next two nights. In these habitats we will look for 
Rock and Cretzschmar’s Buntings, Rock Nuthatch, Middle Spotted Woodpecker, White-throated Robin, Orphean 
and perhaps Olive-tree Warblers. Other possibilities include raptors such as Lesser Spotted Eagle and Levant 
Sparrowhawk on passage. Also planned during our stay will be a visit to the magnificent Crusader castle Qalaat 
Saladin which unsurprisingly is also a very good birding location! 

Day 10                                                                                             Damascus 

Eventually we must leave the pleasant woodlands of Slenfe behind and undertake a long drive back to Damascus, 
stopping en route for roadside birding and to admire Krak des Chevaliers, regarded by many as one of the most 
magnificent castles in the Middle East and a noted spot for observing raptors. Later in the day there should be a 
chance to take a look around Damascus, which despite being a bustling modern capital city also encompasses many 
much buildings of much more ancient origin and a busy, traditional souk where bargains await the careful shopper. 

Day 11                                                                                            Damascus     

Rising early, we leave the city to spend the day in the airy, pine-scented surroundings of Bloudan. This popular 
summer resort is situated at an elevation of 1600 metres in the mountains west of Damascus but at this time of the 
year the crowds will be absent. Our principal target species will be the very local Syrian Serin and whilst this little 
bird can often be quite elusive we will listen for its excited tinkling song coming from the lush orchards above the 
town. Other birds that we may encounter during our day in the mountains include Syrian Woodpecker, Rock 
Thrush, Trumpeter Finch and Horned Lark to swell our impressive total of lark species.   

 Day 12                                                                                            London 

At the conclusion of our tour we will have seen an impressive selection of birds in a variety of habitats and visited 
many outstanding historical sites, the equal of any in the region but far less visited by tourists. On this final day we 
make our way back to the airport to catch our return flight to London (timings to be confirmed nearer departure)          

 

Weather 

Much of Syria lies at a relatively high altitude which results in April temperatures remaining at a pleasant level of 20-
25C. It can be hot and sunny on occasions but periods of more overcast weather are not unusual. Summer 
temperatures may reach much higher levels but early spring is a good season to visit. 
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Accommodation & Food 

Accommodation will be in simple but comfortable tourist hotels of 3-star equivalent. All meals are included in the 
tour cost from arrival in Damascus to departure on Day 12. 

Your safety & security  

You have chosen to travel to Syria. Risks to your safety and security are an unavoidable aspect of all travel and the 
best current advice on such risks is provided for you by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office.  In order to assess 
and protect against any risks in your chosen destination, it is essential that you refer to the Foreign Office website – 
www.fco.gov.uk/travel regularly prior to travel. 

How to book your place 

In order to book your place on this holiday, you will need to read our main Naturetrek brochure thoroughly and 
complete and return the enclosed booking form, together with a deposit of 20% of the holiday cost plus the 
insurance premium if required.  If you do not have a copy of this brochure please give us a call on 01962 733051, 
and we will gladly post one to you.   
 




