My Best Day Birding
by Dermot Breen

At the Armash Fish Ponds

Destination Caucasus
I was lucky enough to visit the Caucasus’s with
five other birders from Northern Ireland and
England for twelve days in early May of 2013.
We started off with three full days in Georgia to
search for a few target birds in the mountains
near the Russian border. We succeeded in seeing specialities such as Great Rosefinch, Caucasian Snowcock and Caucasian Black Grouse
and only really missed Guldenstadt’s Redstarts,
which had retreated back to the higher peaks
of the surrounding mountains with the milder
than average Spring.
We spent the remainder of the trip in Armenia to the south. We saw some great species
here but there was one particular site that was
undoubtedly the highlight of the trip for me
– Armash Fish Ponds. This is a large area comprising of at least 30 ponds which are used for
Carp fishing. It’s located in the semi-arid Araks
(Araxes) Valley and it is an important wetland
site in this part of the world.
Unfortunately the site is only one mile away
from the Turkish, Iranian and Azerbaijani borders, so access can be a little tricky. Permission
is usually only granted to local guides. While we
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were there we were actively encouraged not to
look too intensely at the border towers located
every half mile along the border! As a backdrop
we had the breathtaking Mount Ararat on the
Turkish side which was supposedly the site
where Noah and his Ark finally made landfall.
We arrived shortly after dawn on 9th May passing a few flocks of Rose-coloured Starlings just
before arriving up to the gates of the fish ponds.
Armash has a reputation of being one of the
best wetland sites in the Western Palearctic. I’ve
often visited sites in other countries that have a
legendary status but more often than not don’t
quite live up to the hype. I had prepared myself
for this possibility before arriving but at the end
of the day Armash had exceeded all my hopes.
Not only was the list of quality species impressive but also the quantity of some of common
species was just staggering. The concentration
of Sand Martins over the whole area was hard
to get your head around. Literally every bit
of airspace was full of Sand Martins and to a
lesser extent Swallows and Swifts. The last species were in a feeding frenzy and at times they
buzzed at arm’s length around us.
All pictures taken by Dermot Breen.
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Another species present in amazing
numbers were White-winged Black
Terns. Every pond would have hundreds. We came up with a conservative estimate of at least 5,000 birds
seen during the day. I don’t think
I will ever look at a single vagrant
White-winged Black Tern here in
quite the same way again.
Although we spent the whole day
at the fish ponds we probably only
managed to visit about a quarter of
the ponds, so you can only imagine
what the total figure for the whole
site may have been. You got a real
sense of how important this area was
as a stopover site for migrants making their way north into Russia and
elsewhere.

White-winged Black Terns

Warblers and Waders
Thankfully, most of the ponds
weren’t all the same and a few had
been largely clogged up with reedbeds. These ponds had a fantastic
set of Acrocephalus warblers. We
recorded some great species like Paddyfield, Caspian Reed, Great Reed
and Moustached Warblers. Also here
were numerous Savi’s and Cetti’s
Warbler. All gave great views as most
would eventually sing from the very
tops of the reeds. Oddly we saw no
Sedge Warblers here even though we Ferruginous Ducks
had seen the species a few days earlier in the country. There were also
big numbers of Bearded Tits, always
a treat to see.
Some of the ponds had quite low
water levels, which were great for
migrating waders like Red-necked
Phalaropes swimming around the
long legs of Black-tailed and Bartailed Godwits; Temminck and Little
Stints; Common, Green and Wood
Sandpipers; Redshank, Greenshank
and Ruff; Little Ringed, Ringed,
Kentish and Grey Plovers; Turnstone,
Avocet, Black-winged Stilt, Collared
Pratincole and Lapwing. Twenty species of waders in a day at an inland
Rufous-tailed Scrub Robin
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One of the views over the Armash Fish Ponds
site wasn’t too bad. A few of the lads even had
distant flight views of two White-tailed Plovers;
unfortunately these were right up against the
border with Turkey so definitely off-limits!

Gulls, Terns and the Rest
These ponds also attracted numerous gulls
and terns such as Armenian, Caspain and
Slender-billed Gulls as well as Gull-billed, Little, Common and Whiskered Terns. On some
of the more vegetated ponds there were some
great birds like Ruddy Shelducks, Whiteheaded Ducks, Ferruginous Ducks, Red-crested
Pochard and good numbers of Pygmy Cormorants but no Great Cormorants at all surprisingly.
The list of herons, egrets and ibises included
Little Bittern, Black-crowned Night Heron,
Squacco Heron, Purple Heron and Glossy Ibis,
which were all present in high numbers.
Birds of prey were a little thin on the ground
which was odd as we had seen an impressive selection while we were in Georgia and elsewhere
in Armenia up until this stage. Marsh Harriers
were ubiquitous everywhere we went throughout the day but surprisingly we only saw the a
single Osprey.
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Blue-cheeked Bee-eater
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In some of the dry surrounding fields there were
even more quality species to be seen. We had
Blue-cheeked Bee-eaters sitting alongside European Bee-eaters on a few occasions. Rollers,
Lesser Short-toed Larks, Red-throated Pipits,
fledegg Yellow Wagtails, Rufous-tailed Scrub
Robin, Ménétries Warblers and Lesser Grey
Shrikes, all ace birds.

Time to Leave
We had planned to leave the site at around 4
o’clock to check into our hotel for the night in
the capital Yerevan but due to the whirlwind of
the days birding we lost all sense of time and
didn’t get on the road till 7 o’clock that evening.
There was no doubt that the late stay was worth
it.
We all regretted not having a second day here
but we had an itinerary to stick to. One could
imagine that fresh migrants would come and go
with each passing day. The 9th May 2013 will
certainly feature right up there among my best
days of birding.

Dermot Breen
Galway

Mount Aratat in the distance

One of the views over the Armash Fish Ponds
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