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EARLY SPRING 2011 NEWSLETTER

Hi Folks!

We trust that you all had a pleasant Christmas and New Year, and are now looking forward to an
exciting year of birding and wildlife watching.

In May we will pass a significant landmark. It will be 20 years since our first trip, to Mallorca, back in
1991. Whilst Mallorca seems quite a sensible place to do a first trip, Lake Baikal in Siberia seems an
amazing second trip just a month later!

Business has gone from strength to strength ever since and we now have five full time tour leaders.
We run up to 40 tours a year; big enough to offer lots of exciting destinations while staying small
enough to retain a family business feel. None of this would be possible without the support of our
wonderful loyal customers; thank you to them all.

We have had a stand at the Bird Fair for a few years now, and meet many of you year after year. If you
have not been to the fair before, or its been a while, why not put 19" to 21% August in your diaries?
Rumour has it that our almost irresponsible ‘hospitality’ budget has been rubber stamped by the boss
(Paul's wife). All five of us will be there on the Friday, but Roger will have to leave before the weekend
because of his Pantanal trip.

We look forward to seeing you, perhaps on a future trip, perhaps at the Bird Fair...

Paul, Andy, Roger, Phil and John




In this newsletter we talk about highlights from 2010 and update you on availability for 2011, as well as
features about financial protection, our binocular appeal, natural disasters (yes, we don't try to hide the
bad news), new destinations and trips for bird clubs. John describes his first trip with customers to the
Gobi Desert in Mongolia, a destination recently featured on the BBC's Human Planet. In our regular
feature ‘Meet the Team’, Paul talks about the highs and lows of birding.

Early Booking Discount
There is still some availability on trips in the
first half of the year. We have a few places on
our trip to China’s Shaanxi Province to see the
iconic Giant Panda in the wild as well as
visiting Xi'an to see the Terracotta Warriors.
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There is also limited availability on our Estonia
trip in April. Steller's Eiders should, we hope,
lead the cast of thousands of exciting migrants.

We have extended the discount date for
both trips to 1 * March 2011. Book before
then to save hundreds of pounds.

Morocco in November 2011
John has found a gap in his busy schedule and
is running a trip to Morocco next November.
Full details are attached with this newsletter.
Designed to appeal to those not wanting to live
out of a suitcase, this single centre trip
nevertheless takes in many varied habitats.

Provisional Bookings

We are always happy to accept provisional
bookings. That is, you express an interest in a
trip and we ‘pencil you in’ with no obligation
until such time that you can firm up the
booking. If the trip becomes almost full, we will
contact you before giving those places to
someone else. This is increasingly pertinent
when many of our trips are almost full.

However, just to reiterate from last year, if we
try to contact you and you are unavailable
(perhaps you are away on holiday), there is a
chance that we will have to give those places
to someone else. In such an event, we will
leave messages on answer machines or by
email, and if you do not reply your provisional
booking may lapse.

Being pencilled-in is not the same as a
confirmed booking. The only way to guarantee
a place is to send your booking form and
deposit.

Bad News and Good from Madeira

No sooner had our 2011 trip to Madeira been
advertised did we find out about a devastating
forest fire in Madeira. In mid August a fire
spread from pine plantations into the
mountains which are home to the world’s only
Zino's Petrels. Just 80 pairs exist, making this
one of the world’s rarest seabirds. It was
shocking to learn that three adults and 25
young were killed in the fire and the footpath to
the area was destroyed.

A fund-raising campaign was started (which
Bird Holidays contributed to) and great efforts
were made to stabilize the ground with
erosion-preventing mats, and artificial burrows
were put in place. The birds return to their
nesting areas in April, so we should soon know
how they are fairing. The path which passes
the colony is used by thousands of walkers
every year, and it is pleasing to report that it is
being repaired and should be re-opened in
March.

We still have availability on our June Madeira
trip, and as well as the Zino's Petrels, we
expect to see Fea's Petrel, Madeiran Storm-
petrel, Bulwer's Petrel and Barolo’s
Shearwater amongst other things.

.... and from Brazil too

The floods in south-east Brazil in January were
a human tragedy, and were all the more
shocking when we found out that they were
centred on Novo Friburgo, a place that we
know well. Just 15 minutes from Serra dos
Tucanos Lodge, we pass through this pretty
town several times on our SE Brazil tour.

Mercifully, the lodge was spared, probably
because it is surrounded by forest, whereas
the mud-slides happen where the forest has
been removed.

The floods should not have an impact on our
October trip. There is masses of birding to be
done in areas that were not affected, so please
do not let this event stop you from travelling to
this beautiful part of the world. In a small way
our presence will help the area recover
economically.



ATOL and Financial security

Following the collapse of a well known birding
company last year, a number of people called
us who had been let down, wanting to book a
replacement trip with us. Understandably, one
of the first questions was ‘is my money safe
with you?’ and while we gave them all the
reassurances we could (we talked about the
ATOL system, the fact that we were long
established etc) it was obvious that once
bitten, twice shy, and were told ‘you would say
that wouldn't you'.

Ultimately, our ATOL licence, granted by the
Civil Aviation Authority, gives you peace of
mind when booking a holiday with us.

Whilst our regular customers know and trust
us, we thought we should put a few things on
the record. Bird Holidays has no debt. It never
has had. We do not owe anyone any money.
Bird holidays owns its own office building, so
does not have to pay rent.

There are no investors milking the company.
Paul is the owner and runs the business to
make a living, not as an investment ‘cash cow'.

The usual expenses of running an office
(secretarial and admin staff) are not an issue
either, since all the work is done by the five
tour leaders. A big risk with travel companies is
that they pay their staff from customers’
deposits before a trip has run and then there is
nothing left to pay for flights and
accommodation. All our ‘pay’ is from profits
and we never take profits from a trip until that
trip has been completed. Finally, we have full
public liability and professional indemnity
insurance (neither of which has ever been
called upon), such that in the event of
something terrible happening, liability pay-outs
would come from insurance, not from deposits
on future trips.

In our humble opinion, your money is safer
with us than it is in the bank. But then we
would say that, wouldn’t we!

Look out for our new trips

The development of new tours is a vital part of
our business, and one which is great fun at the
same time. There is the anticipation of a new
destination; the planning of a recce,
scrutinizing maps, pouring over online trip
reports, and then the recce itself.... Will the
destination live up to expectations? Of course,
most destinations exceed expectation and we
cannot wait to return with clients.

As we write, Andy is travelling around Ethiopia
(his wife just called the office — apparently he’s
seen several Simien Wolves already). Roger
has just returned from Gujarat in NW India,
seeing Asiatic Lions and Wild Ass (ho more

jokes Roger please). John has just booked a
flight to Santiago, Chile and is eagerly
anticipating some magical shorebirds and
seabirds, as well as the magnificent Torres del
Paine. Paul is going to Belize in February,
visiting some world renowned lodges where
tropical birds occur in profusion around ancient
Mayan temples. Finally, Phil is mumbling
something about Papua New Guinea. Nothing
is arranged yet, but it is probably only a matter
of time, knowing Phil...

Binocular appeal
Our binocular appeal continues and we are
always happy to receive old optics to give to
local guides in developing countries. During
2010 we passed on lots of binoculars and a
few telescopes that you kindly donated.
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There are many more photographs on our
website of happy locals with their new optics.

Trip for local bird clubs
Do you run a local bird club, wildlife group or
RSPB Member’'s Group? Do you arrange their
local outings, or know someone who does?
Would your local club benefit from us paying
for its newsletters or would simply like a
corporate sponsor?

We have been running tours for local groups
for many years now. We take groups big and
small to some classic destinations, such as the



Camargue, Spain, Hungary Greece and
Morocco, and can offer substantial discounts
on our brochure prices, simply because is cuts
down on brochure costs and offers us
exposure to new customers, saving a fortune
on advertising.

If you would like to talk about the possibility of
us taking members of your group to some
amazing destinations please call us or email
our usual address. In return we are more than
happy to support the group, such as paying for
a newsletter or a simple donation.

Highlights of 2010
Picking out highlights is almost as tricky as
answering what is your favourite bird or
country. However we have all tried to think of a
few things that spring to mind when we look
back at 2010.

Paul’s first big trip was to Nepal back in 1990
and he loves to go back. This year the
highlight was a great sighting of a group of
Nepal Cutias, behaving like nuthatches on
moss laden branches. It took just ten seconds
to find the Ibisbills at our regular site too. He
found himself in the Coto Donana and
Portugal’s Alentejo in May, when Andy’s return
from Bhutan was delayed due to the ash cloud.
The sight of an adult and immature Spanish
Imperial Eagle in the Alentejo was thrilling,
coming moments after a fly past of Black-
bellied Sandgrouse. A big group from York
RSPB went to Lake Kerkini in Greece and we
were treated to a flock of beautiful Terek
Sandpipers. In Northern Spain a pair of
Bonelli's Eagles was magnificent, as always.
Madagascar has so many treasures we could
devote a whole newsletter to that one trip. A
point-blank Short-legged Ground Roller will
never be forgotten, whilst on the same day we
saw two Diademed Sifakas, described in the
Bradt guide as the most beautiful of the
lemurs. Finally, in Florida in December we saw
no fewer than seven male Painted Buntings.

We asked John what were his highlights from
2010. ‘For me it's always the combination of
birds and places. Sometimes it is
wonderful habitats but on other occasions it
could be a bird on an impressive man made
structure. The Wallcreeper flying in to roost on
the famous roman aqueduct at Pont de Gard in
Provence was one of those special moments.
Does it even have to be a bird? Well no.. at our
camp deep in the Gobi Desert the group
marched out with headtorches gleaming and
almost straight away we bumped into, or rather
it bumped into us, a gorgeous Mongolian
Jerboa.. what fun?’

2010 was a great birding year for Phil, with so
many highlights. Having just returned from
Antarctica in early 2011, it reminded him of the
great trip he had last year. Each visit is
different and each one is special, but seeing a
Juan Fernandez Petrel in the Atlantic rates
quite highly. ‘During the days at sea, | have
learnt so much about seabird identification and
ecology that it has become a particular interest
of mine.’ The puzzling Prions or South Polar
Skuas are birdwatching suduko that become
easier with experience. A few orca sightings
thrown in can only add to an amazing
experience. It is pleasing to see that recent
studies have shown that tourism is not
impacting on the wildlife of the white continent;
the biggest threat to seabirds is from longline
fishing and tourist ships are helping to report
these to the authorities. An illegal fishing boat
was recently scuttled by the navy, while
mitigation methods are helping albatrosses
considerably.

The hummingbirds in Ecuador and Pel's
Fishing Owls in Botswana were other great
moments for Phil. It is hard to choose between
a tiny purple-throated gem hovering at the top
of a snowy volcano or a big ginger teddybear-
shaped owl glowing coppery orange in the
morning sun! Our popular Namibia tour
brought us Lesser Jacana and two fine



Cheetah as well as a fine pair of Herero Chat
and Jameson's Red Rock Rabbit.
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A recce to China showed that it was possible
to see Pandas in the wild and some of the few
remaining Siberian Cranes and Spoon-billed
Sandpipers. These are icons in the world of
conservation and it was a real privilege to
watch them. They are examples of how
important  ecotourism can be in the
conservation of rare species.

2010 was another birdy, fulfilling year for
Roger. Kerala and Oman continued to be
popular and deliver well for our customers...
and a happy customer is a happy leader! But
who would not be happy after enjoying the
great birding in Oman to end their day at the
lovely Salalah Hilton? It doesn't get much
better than that.

‘Greece was packed with fine birds such as
Olive Tree Warblers and Eleonora’s Falcons.
One of my favourite destinations, the still
underrated Bulgaria, gave us a tally of over
170 bird species, many of them rare in Europe.
SE Brazil delivered a load of beautiful
Cotingas, and rare mammals. Importantly the
clients were, as usual, very nice to be with —
jolly and supportive. | had lots of great days
birding and a lot of fun. | only hope those who
travelled with me think the same. In 2011 | am
especially looking forward to another of my
favourite trips: Hungary in the autumn. See
you there....’

When we asked about 2010, Andy replied ‘I
think the mammals were so impressive in India
and Spitsbergen that they have to be my
highlights for 2010. We had half a dozen tiger
sightings on our Northern India trip and had

very good close views both from elephant and
from jeeps, but thankfully not whilst on foot!

Two dozen Polar Bears on the Spitsbergen
trip was a record according to the ship's
expedition leader. We got incredibly close to
many of them and were able to watch many
interesting pieces of behaviour from the safety
of the boat. The Walrus views were
tremendous and we watched many large
males hauled out on the shore. Several
species of whale including Beluga and
unusually, Sperm Whale, were seen very well.

Then on the Malawi/Zambia trip there are so
many fantastic views of big mammals like
Leopard, Lion, Giraffe and even Black Rhino
last year that it has to be one of my favourite
trips....especially when it includes birds like
Pel's Fishing Owl, Schalow's Turaco and
Pennant-winged Nightjar amongst the four
hundred or so species!

In Bhutan however the mammals had to come
third place after so many good birds (including
great views of Satyr Tragopan and Himalayan
Monal) and the awesome scenery. Also what
could have been a disaster on the Bhutan trip
turned out quite differently. One cloud that had
a very silvery lining! The notorious Icelandic
ash cloud meant we had an enforced extra two
weeks in Northern India. We organised a tour
to several sites and had a great additional
holiday. Yet again mammals stole the show
when we had superb views of Tiger hunting
Chital at Ranthambhor!’
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Mongolia September 2010
Last September we ran our first ever tour to
Outer Mongolia. Here we present John's diary
of the tour.

We arrived in Ulan Bator late morning on the
first day and a short while later we were
tucking into plates of “buuz” (mutton
dumplings) in the Tuul Restaurant. The day
was brightened when we arrived by the banks



of the Tuul river in the afternoon. In the
riverside trees we found a wonderful flock of
Azure Tits both adults and juveniles. Overhead
displaying Booted Eagles, of both colour
morphs, appeared above the pine forests in
the foothills of the mountains.

The first morning was a session of very
productive birding around what we called the
“airport steppe”. A pair of Demoiselle Cranes
provided our first sighting of these magnificent
creatures. Overhead a raptor spectacle
developed as crowds of Black-eared Kites
were joined by Black Vultures, Steppe Eagles
and a Crested Honey Buzzard. In the
afternoon we visited the grounds of the former
Buddhist monastery at Manzhir on the
southern slopes of Bogd Uul Mountain. The
forest here holds Siberian Chipmunks and
“black” Red Squirrels and hordes of butterflies
including Camberwell Beauty. A taste of
Siberia was also provided by the birds... Taiga
Flycatcher, Yellow-browed Warbler, Dusky
Warbler and Olive-backed Pipits. However a
family party of four Golden Eagles really stole
the show.
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On day three we took a short internal flight to
Dalanzangad “gateway to the Gobi”. Our first
sightings of the much sought after Pallas’s
Sandgrouse raised the pulses. A small fenced
off pool provided the surprising sight of
shorebirds in the desert including Broad-billed
Sandpiper, Temminck’s Stint and Pintail Snipe
as well as a Pallas’s Grasshopper Warbler.
Our day’'s journey ended in the remnant
Saxual Forest below the famous “Flaming
Cliffs” at Bayanzag. Here countless fossilised
dinosaur remains have been discovered.

An eventful drive took us out across the open
Gobi landscape and through a scenic
mountain pass. In the afternoon we arrived at
the “singing sands” the stupendous shifting
sand dunes at Khongoryn Els. An evening
walk on the edge of the dunes leads to the
discovery of a roost of Saxual Sparrows. A
torch lit night walk provided stunning views of a
Mongolian Jerboa. The next day, after an

enjoyable breakfast, we made a return trip to
the dunes where we were greeted to a fly past
by a calling Little Curlew. We were also
entertained by tiny Radde’s Toads an
inhabitant of the desert here. Below the dunes
flowed a small stream which attracts scores of
migrant birds, passerines and wader and in
their turn raptors. These included a striking
chocolate coloured juvenile male Pied Harrier.
Amongst the migrants we found more rarities
in particular a female Yellow rumped or Korean
Flycatcher way west of its normal home in East
Asia.

On day six we drove back east along the south
side of the Gobi Altai. The scenery is more
than impressive and several stops revealed
the presence of hordes of vultures including
the majestic Lammergeier. At one point three
graceful Black-tailed Gazelles ran close to the
minivans allowing prolonged views as they
skipped past seemingly unaware of their
audience until the last moment! The day was
completed by a breathtaking ascent and
descent of the Dungenee Valley. A party of
Argali, the huge wild sheep of Central Asia,
more Lammergeiers and wild Saker Falcons
complimented the rugged landscape. Finally
the welcome sight of a flock of Mongolian
Finches coming to the drink at the trackside
provided a relaxing end to the day.

The following morning we returned to the
mountain to Yolyn Am, Valley of the Vultures.
On the way in we were greeted by the sight of
a mixed flock of both Black and Himalayan
Griffon Vultures. Never before have we seen
Asian vultures so close. The streaky bodies
and white “socks” of the Griffon Vultures where
very obvious. In the valley itself everyone
agreed that the Wallcreepers then stole the
show. A singing male completing the butterfly
display flight literally at our feet deep in the
gorge was a memory which will always linger.
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The second half of the tour took us on a
journey east from the capital towards the
homeland of Ghenghis Khan. On the way we
passed the towering silver statue dedicated to
the great leader's memory. Once again the
landscape changed dramatically, the land was
an open, baize green steppe, set in a back
drop of rocky tree covered mountains. Our



destination were the marshes in the valley of
the Kheren River at Gun Galut. Three pairs of
the endangered but striking White-naped
Cranes still graced the marshes there and
even better was the fact that two of the pairs
each had a full grown juvenile.

The next day we arose early to look for more
wild Argali which proved productive as we
spotted half a dozen of these giant sheep.
After breakfast we returned to the lakes where
the strong overnight winds had grounded large
numbers of geese and cranes. We saw nearly
200 Demoiselle Cranes but perhaps best of all
were the goose flocks which held Swan
Goose, Bar headed Goose, Bean Goose and
most surprisingly a pair of Lesser White-
fronted Geese! We also found Baikal Teals,
Pallas's and Relict Gulls, Stegnejeri's Scoter
and a host of other wildfowl.

Some were up early again looking for the
Argali and others found some Siberian
Rubythroats, the first of the tour, at a little
migrant trap at the back of the camp. The
same spot also produced Arctic Warbler,
Bluethroat and Thick billed Warbler during our
stay. Later in the day we found our last Ger
Camp sat high above the river Tuul on a flat
Alpine Meadow. Here we wandered into the
edge of the larch forest which cover the
mountains here at the southern edge of the
vast Siberian Taiga forest. The group revelled
in an encounter with a large mixed flock
comprising of gorgeous white headed Long
tailed Tits, Willow Tits, Pallas’s, Yellow-browed
and Dusky Warblers and the odd Radde’s
Warbler and Siberian Rubythroat. Pine
Buntings lurked in the scrub and Steppe
Eagles soared overhead. We were also
accompanied by inquisitive  butterflies,
Camberwell Beauties even alighted on some
of the party! The autumn sun reflecting off the
autumn foliage was a memorable sight and the
sounds from the forest included Nutcracker
and Black Woodpecker whilst Pallas’s
Warblers and Daurian Redstarts sang in the
late autumn sunshine. Truly a magical place.

Mark hits the headlines again...

You might remember that our friend and
occasional co-leader, Mark Newsome, hit the
headlines last year when he identified an
Eastern Crowned Warbler, the first for Britain.
Well he’'s gone and done it again. Whilst
surveying moorland birds in his role as Bird
Recorder for County Durham, Mark
photographed this male Northern Harrier, only
the second time it has been recorded in
Britain!

Mark is co-leading our Camargue and Corsica
trip in May with Paul, and we've made it quite
clear that nothing short of a first for the
Western Palearctic will do!

Meet the Team
We gave Paul a few questions in this regular
feature on our leaders.

Paul, How did you start birding?

| was brought up to enjoy the outdoors, going
on family holidays to Wales, Scotland and the
south-west, as well as spending lots of time in
the Yorkshire Dales. But it wasn't until a
primary school teacher did a project about
birds when | was 11 that my interest ‘took off’. |
was given the option of doing Maths and
English, or staring out of the window looking
for birds.... A ‘no-brainer’ as they say!

When did you start tour leading?

| left school at 18 with A Levels in the
sciences, but had no idea what | wanted to do.
| got a job in a bank, primarily to fund my
birdwatching, but it soon became obvious that
it was not a career for me. When | was 22 | set
up the company, and have never looked back.
Twenty years later | often wonder what those
first clients thought when they arrived at an
airport to be greeted by a spotty faced youth.
One of my first trips was the Lake Baikal in
Siberial

What are your other interests?

Birding was my life through the eighties and
nineties, but things changed with the arrival of
my son in 1998 and daughter in 2001. Today |
like to think | have a nice balance in my life,
leading seven or eight trips a year, and
spending the rest of the time running the
business and looking after my family. | love
sport, and played football until | was 40. | now
run a school football team, spend my
weekends taxiing my kids to their football
matches and listening to Leeds United on the
radio (who can afford to go these days?).



Favourite birds

Impossible to say. | have always loved
seabirds and was spellbound when | saw my
first White-faced Storm-petrel last year. The
King Penguins on South Georgia will stay in
my memory for a long time too. But | really do
love all the families: waders, raptors, warblers,
skulking South American ant-things. | love
watching common birds and | love the rarities.
That's probably why | am still as enthusiastic
today as | was when | started the business.

Favourite non-bird critter

Easier to answer. Jaguar and Killer Whale; but
once again, | enjoy sightings of all things, from
hedgehogs to howler monkeys, caecilians to
cetaceans.

What is your favourite country?
Pass. (I love Planet Earth).

Where would you like to visit that you have
not yet visited

| really enjoy birding in the oak and
rhododendron  covered slopes of the
Himalayas. | fancy going to Bhutan, and am
working on pinching that trip off Andy.

What bird would you most like to see?
Satyr Tragopan (in Bhutan in 2012, fingers
crossed). A great bird with a great name.

Best birding moment?

Of course there are so many it is very difficult
to single one out. However, the first that
springs to mind was back in 1991 when | was
birding at Flamborough Head on the Yorkshire
coast. At the end of a busy weekend when
there were lots of common migrants around
but no rarities, | stumbled upon a Desert
Warbler, a rare vagrant from the Middle East.
The bird stayed in the same area for three
weeks and was seen by thousands of
birdwatchers. It even made the Bridlington
Free Press, though | could never understand
why they described the finder as a ‘rambler’!

Most embarrassing wildlife moment...

Whilst many of my friends were drinking,
partying and womanizing, | mis-spent my youth
twitching rare birds the length and breadth of
the UK. Whilst | look back on that time with
mostly fond memories, there was one incident
that still haunts me to this day. Whilst waiting
to see a male Black-eared Wheatear with a
crowd of like-minded souls, | caught a glimpse
of a bird through my telescope and shouted
‘I've got it!" at the top of my voice, only to
realise that in fact, all | had seen was a small
part of a Magpie mostly obscured by twigs. I've
made lots of mistakes since (the only
birdwatchers who don’'t make mistakes are
those that don't try to identify anything) but the
humiliation on that day outweighed a thousand
correct identifications! And we never did see
the wheatear....

Bird Holidays, 10 Ivegate, Yeadon, Leeds, LS19 7RE
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