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Welcome to Kazakhstan! 
This seven-day photography expedition is designed specifically for bird photographers. There are few bird 
photography experiences more thrilling than watching a flock of sandgrouse appear out of the desert dawn. One 
moment the landscape is silent; the next, dozens of birds sweep down to a waterhole, their wings humming 
through the still morning air as they gather to drink. From the comfort of your own hide, you can photograph 
these remarkable birds at eye level in some of the finest desert light imaginable. Designed around the best light 
and peak bird activity, this expedition offers exceptional opportunities to create striking images of Central Asia's 
desert and forest birds while travelling with like-minded photographers in one of the region's most spectacular 
and least-visited landscapes. This seven-day photography expedition takes you into the heart of southeastern 
Kazakhstan, a vast and little-visited region where deserts, wetlands and ancient forests create a remarkable 
diversity of habitats. Kazakhstan, the world's largest landlocked country, lies at the crossroads of major 
migration routes linking Siberia, Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, making it one of the most rewarding 
destinations for bird photographers and naturalists.  
 
Our main destination is the Taukum Desert, where we spend four days photographing around artesian wells. 
These artesian wells tap naturally pressurised underground aquifers and provide a permanent source of fresh 
water in an otherwise arid environment. During hot weather they become magnets for wildlife, attracting large 
numbers of sandgrouse, larks, wheatears, shrikes and migrant shorebirds. On some days, hundreds of birds may 
visit a single waterhole, creating outstanding opportunities for action photography and intimate portraits. 
Participants bring their own preferred hides, allowing complete flexibility. Some photographers favour low-profile 
hides for natural eye-level perspectives, while others prefer larger hides that offer greater comfort during 
extended sessions. 
 
Our principal photographic targets include Pallas's Sandgrouse, (Pin-tailed Sandgrouse; rare), Black-bellied 
Sandgrouse, (Asian Houbara; rare but presenty in the area – doesnt come to artesian wells), Eurasian Nightjar, 
Demoiselle Crane (uncommon but usually present 1-2 birds), Stone-curlew, Black-winged Stilt, Little Ringed 
Plover, (Caspian Plover; 1-2 pairs breed in the area, but unlikely to watch it at the artesian wells), Greater Sand 
Plover, Long-legged Buzzard, Common Hoopoe, Turkestan Shrike, Crested Lark, Greater Short-toed Lark, 
Bimaculated Lark, Calandra Lark, Asian/Turkestan Short-toed Lark, Rose-coloured Starling, Common Myna, 
Siberian Stonechat, Isabelline Wheatear, House Sparrow (ssp indicus), White Wagtail (‘Masked’), Mongolian 
Finch, Desert Finch, Red-headed Bunting, etc 
 
The tour also includes a full day in the extraordinary Zhelturanga Forest along the Ili River. Dominated by ancient 
Turanga poplars, this rare floodplain woodland supports sought-after species such as Yellow-eyed Pigeon, 
Shikra, Eurasian Scops Owl, Pallid Scops Owl, Little Owl, Common Hoopoe, European Roller, White-winged 
Woodpecker, Eurasian Hobby, Azure Tit, Sykes's Warbler, Turkestan Tit and the localised Saxaul Sparrowit. Led 
by two experienced leaders and assistents supported by a fully serviced camping operation, this expedition 
combines exceptional photographic opportunities, expert guidance and access to some of Central Asia's most 
fascinating and least-visited bird habitats. 
 
The Taukum Desert 
For four days we photograph from strategically positioned waterholes in the semi-desert landscapes, on the 
northern edge of the Taukum Desert. Participants bring their own hides, allowing each photographer to work in 
the style they prefer. Many choose low-profile hides for intimate ground-level images with natural perspectives 
and beautifully blurred backgrounds, while others favour larger hides that provide greater comfort during long 
photographic sessions. The principal photographic targets are the remarkable species of sandgrouse: Black-bel-
lied Sandgrouse, Pallas's Sandgrouse, and, with some luck, Pin-tailed Sandgrouse. During periods of hot weather, 
the waterholes become vital drinking sites and may attract hundreds of birds. Large flocks of larks often gather 
to drink, while shorebirds such as Black-winged Stilt, Greater Sand Plover and Little Ringed Plover regularly pro-
vide additional photographic opportunities. As desert wildlife responds to changing temperatures, weather condi-
tions and light, every session offers a different combination of species and behaviours. Beyond its birdlife, the 
Taukum Desert offers a wealth of photographic subjects. intricate sand patterns and sparse desert vegetation 
create striking landscape compositions. The flora consists of drought-adapted annuals, ephemeral plants and 
hardy perennial species that survive in one of Central Asia's most challenging environments. The desert also sup-
ports a specialised fauna. Careful observation may reveal jerboas, remarkable rodents adapted to life in sandy 
habitats, while agamas and geckos are often active during the warmer hours of the day. Numerous insects, in-
cluding beetles, butterflies, dragonflies and solitary bees, provide excellent opportunities for macro photography. 
Birdwatchers exploring the surrounding habitats may encounter a variety of species associated with desert 



shrublands and saxaul woodlands, including Desert Wheatear, Isabelline Wheatear, Greater Short-toed Lark, 
Asian Desert Warbler and several raptor species hunting over the open plains. 
 
Zhelturanga Forest 
A full day is devoted to the remarkable Zhelturanga Forest along the Ili River. This unique ecosystem is domi-
nated by ancient Turanga poplars (Populus pruinosa and Populus diversifolia), relic tree species specially 
adapted to both seasonal flooding and the arid climate of the Ili Valley. These forests represent one of Central 
Asia's most distinctive and threatened woodland habitats. The Zhelturanga Forest supports a rich and highly spe-
cialised bird community. Among the most sought-after species are Saxaul Sparrow, White-winged Woodpecker, 
Yellow-eyed Pigeon, Eurasian Roller and the localised Turkestan Tit. The combination of ancient woodland, river-
ine habitats and surrounding semi-desert landscapes creates exceptional opportunities for both bird photog-
raphy and natural history observation. 
 
Kazakhstan is the world's ninth-largest country and by far the largest landlocked nation on Earth. Stretching 
across the heart of Central Asia, it encompasses an extraordinary diversity of landscapes, from the high peaks of 
the Tian Shan Mountains to vast steppes, wetlands, deserts and semi-deserts. Owing to its immense size and 
strategic position between Europe and Asia. Our photography tour takes place in the Taukum Desert, a vast 
sandy desert covering approximately 10,000 km² in southeastern Kazakhstan. Situated south of the Ili River 
within the Balkhash-Alakol Basin, the Taukum is a classic Central Asian semi-desert landscape characterized by 
rolling sand dunes, sparse vegetation and immense open horizons.  
 
The Taukum Desert lies within a large sedimentary basin that has evolved over millions of years through the dep-
osition of river sediments and wind-blown sands. Much of the present-day landscape consists of sand deposits. 
The climate is strongly continental. Summers are hot, dry and sunny, while winters are cold and often severe. An-
nual precipitation is generally low. Despite its arid appearance, the Taukum supports a surprisingly diverse plant 
community. The vegetation is dominated by highly specialized sand-adapted species. Among the most charac-
teristic plants are Saxaul and various species of Calligonum, whose deep root systems enable them to access 
groundwater far below the surface. Spring rains trigger the rapid emergence of annual plants and grasses, trans-
forming parts of the desert into a brief but productive ecosystem. Along the Ili River, the desert gives way to nar-
row belts of riparian woodland known as tugai forest, one of Central Asia's most important and threatened habi-
tats. The Taukum Desert supports a distinctive assemblage of Central Asian wildlife. Mammals include Goitered 
Gazelle, Wolf, Tolai Hare, Long-eared Hedgehog and, in some areas, Saiga Antelope. For birdwatchers and pho-
tographers, however, the region is particularly rewarding. The desert and adjacent wetlands provide habitat for 
species such as Asian Houbara, Caspian Plover, Rufous-tailed Scrub Robin, numerous larks, sandgrouse and mi-
gratory shorebirds. During migration, the Ili River corridor serves as an important route for birds travelling be-
tween Siberia, Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent. 
 
Photographing Birds at Artesian Wells 
Much of our photography takes place around artesian wells, one of the most productive locations for bird pho-
tography in the deserts of southeastern Kazakhstan. An artesian well taps into an underground aquifer where 
water is confined under natural pressure between impermeable layers of rock or clay. As a result, the water rises 
naturally to the surface without the need for pumping, creating a permanent source of fresh water in an other-
wise arid landscape. During the heat of summer, these wells become magnets for desert birds. Temporary pools 
and rain-fed depressions often dry out quickly, but artesian wells provide a reliable supply of water throughout 
the season. As temperatures rise, birds gather to drink, replenish body fluids and cool themselves. Unlike mam-
mals, birds cannot sweat and must regulate their body temperature through behavioural adaptations such as 
drinking and bathing. 
 
The cool, fresh water emerging from deep underground offers welcome relief from the intense desert heat. In 
addition, the continuous flow of water helps maintain cleaner conditions than stagnant pools, reducing the con-
centration of bacteria and parasites. As a result, large numbers of birds may visit the wells throughout the day, 
often creating spectacular photographic opportunities. 
 
On particularly hot days, hundreds of birds can gather around a single well. Sandgrouse, larks, wheatears, shrikes 
and migrant shorebirds may all appear within range of the camera, providing exceptional opportunities for eye-
level photography from carefully positioned hides. 
 
Participants bring their own preferred photographic hides. Some photographers favour low-profile ground hides 
that allow eye-level perspectives and beautifully blurred backgrounds, while others prefer larger chair-height 
hides for greater comfort during long sessions. By using your own familiar equipment, you can work exactly as 
you prefer. 
 
Start & Finish: Almaty city centre, Kazakhstan 04.07.2027 (meeting evening in hotel 03.07.2027) 
Tour Leaders: Miksture team/Michael Westerrbjerg Andersen 
Main Habitats: Semi-desert and riparian poplar forest 
Accommodation: Fully serviced camping expedition and two nights at hotel in Almaty prior and after the tour.  



Included: All transport in Kazakhstan, tents, mattresses, sleeping bags, kitchen tent, dining tent, toilet tent, all 
meals and field support 
Bring: Your preferred photographic hide and camera equipment 
 
Tour Highlights: 
7-day bird photography expedition from Almaty to Almaty, 
Four days of intensive waterhole photography in the Konshengel semi-desert, 
Full day in the unique Zhelturanga poplar forest, 
Two experienced photography tour leaders, 
Small-group photography-focused approach, 
Flexible use of your own preferred photographic hide, 
Opportunities for eye-level and action photography, 
Camping in the field close to the photographic sites. 
 
 
Day-to-day program 
 
Day 1. Almaty - meeting at the hotel in Almaty 
03.07.2027 Arrive to hotel in Almaty. Hotel is included in tour price however only service included this day is the 
hotel! Miksture will inform prior departure. 
 
Day 2. Almaty to the Taukum Desert 
04.07. Our expedition begins with a morning pick-up from your hotel in Almaty. Leaving Kazakhstan’s largest city 
behind, we drive eastwards across the broad piedmont plains that separate the city from the mountains and de-
serts beyond. Throughout much of the journey, the snow-capped peaks of the Trans-Ili Alatau, the northernmost 
range of the Tian Shan Mountains, form a spectacular backdrop to the south. The route follows the northern mar-
gin of the mountain foothills through the eastern part of the Ili Valley. As we leave the urban area, cultivated farm-
land, orchards, and small settlements gradually give way to increasingly open landscapes. The fertile agricultural 
zone transitions into dry steppe and semi-desert, where the vegetation becomes lower and more scattered. The 
vastness of southeastern Kazakhstan becomes increasingly apparent as the horizon widens and human habita-
tion becomes less frequent. Approaching our destination, we enter a landscape shaped by ancient alluvial depos-
its from the Ili River system. Here, gravel plains, sandy patches, and scattered saxaul shrubs dominate the terrain. 
The region is one of Kazakhstan’s most important desert ecosystems, supporting a remarkable diversity of wild-
life adapted to the harsh and arid environment. Upon arrival in the desert, we leave the main road and search for 
a suitable location to establish our camp. Once a site has been selected, the team sets up the tents while partici-
pants have time to explore the surroundings and enjoy the extraordinary sense of space and solitude that charac-
terises this remote wilderness. Later in the afternoon, we assess the area and identify the most promising loca-
tions for our photographic hides. Attention is given to water sources, flight paths, prevailing wind direction, and 
the position of the morning light. Careful hide placement is essential for obtaining excellent photographic oppor-
tunities while ensuring minimal disturbance to the birds. As evening approaches, the desert is bathed in the warm 
glow of the setting sun. The team prepares dinner while the last light illuminates the endless plains. After a relax-
ing meal under the open sky, we review the plans for the coming days before retiring to our tents. Surrounded by 
the silence of the desert and beneath a canopy of stars, the expedition begins in truly memorable surroundings. 
Driving distance: approximately 150 km and driving time approximately 3.5 hours 
 
 
Day 3 and 4. Two Days of Bird Photography at the Desert Waterholes 
05-06.07. For the next two days, our focus is on one of the most remarkable bird photography experiences in 
Central Asia. We are based near the northern edge of the vast Taukum Desert in south-eastern Kazakhstan. This 
remote region lies between the lower reaches of the Ili River and the desert plains extending towards Lake Bal-
khash. Eight kilometres away is a small rural settlement whose inhabitants traditionally depend on livestock hus-
bandry (camels and horses). The surrounding landscape consists of sandy desert, gravel plains, sparse shrub-
lands, and isolated saxaul groves. Water is scarce throughout much of the year, making the few permanent water 
sources critically important for wildlife.  
 
The Taukum Desert occupies a broad depression within the Ili-Balkhash Basin, a geological region formed by tec-
tonic subsidence between surrounding mountain systems. The desert is dominated by saxaul (Haloxylon spp.), 
tamarisk (Tamarix spp.), wormwood (Artemisia spp.), and other drought-adapted plants capable of surviving the 
region's extreme continental climate, where summer temperatures frequently exceed 40°C. Historically, this re-
gion formed part of the vast network of caravan routes connecting the Ili Valley with Central Asia. Although the 
principal Silk Road routes passed further south, traders, nomads, and hunters have traversed these deserts for 
centuries.  
 
 
 



Bird Photography at the Waterholes 
During our stay, photography sessions are concentrated around carefully selected waterholes that attract birds 
from the surrounding desert. In an environment where water is a scarce and valuable resource, these sites pro-
vide exceptional opportunities to photograph species at close range under natural conditions. Each day begins 
before sunrise. We enter the photographic hides in darkness and await the first activity as dawn breaks across 
the desert. As temperatures rise, birds begin arriving at the waterholes to drink and bathe. The soft morning light 
provides ideal conditions for photography, while calm air often creates beautiful reflections on the water surface. 
Among the species regularly recorded at these waterholes are several sandgrouse, including Black-bellied Sand-
grouse (Pterocles orientalis) and Pin-tailed Sandgrouse (Pterocles alchata), whose fast, direct flights are among 
the highlights of desert bird photography. Other visitors may include larks, wheatears, shrikes, doves, buntings, 
bee-eaters, rollers, and various raptors. During migration periods, the diversity can increase considerably as birds 
crossing the desert use the waterholes as essential refuelling points. 
 
After the morning session, we return to camp for breakfast and a period of rest during the hottest hours of the 
day. The midday hours provide opportunities to explore the surrounding landscapes at a relaxed pace.  
 
Evening Photography 
As temperatures begin to fall, we return to the hides for an evening photography session. The final hours of day-
light often bring renewed activity as birds visit the waterholes before nightfall. The warm golden light of the set-
ting sun illuminates the desert landscape and frequently produces excellent photographic conditions. As dark-
ness approaches, the desert gradually changes character. The heat dissipates, shadows lengthen, and nocturnal 
wildlife begins to emerge. Depending on conditions, there may be opportunities to observe or photograph spe-
cies active after sunset before returning to camp for dinner. 
 
These two days in the Taukum Desert offer a unique combination of intensive bird photography, desert explora-
tion, and immersion in one of Central Asia's least disturbed arid ecosystems. Few locations provide such inti-
mate access to desert wildlife, while also showcasing the remarkable beauty and ecological complexity of the 
Kazakh desert landscapes. 
 
Day 4. Late afternoon we drive to Zhelturenga forest via Topar Lakes 
06.07. After lunch, we leave our camp and drive through the heart of the Ili-Balkhash Basin towards one of Ka-
zakhstan's most remarkable ecosystems: the Turanga poplar forests of the lower Ili River. Today's journey 
traverses a landscape that, although appearing barren at first glance, contains a fascinating mosaic of desert 
habitats, wetlands, riverine woodlands, and floodplain ecosystems. The route follows sandy and gravel roads 
across the northern margins of the Taukum Desert. The landscape is predominantly flat to gently undulating, with 
low dune systems, ancient river terraces, and extensive alluvial plains formed by sediments deposited over thou-
sands of years by the Ili River and its shifting channels. 
 
Our first section passes the area around Topar, where a series of shallow lakes and marshes historically occu-
pied depressions within the floodplain. Water levels in these wetlands fluctuate considerably from year to year 
depending on groundwater conditions, seasonal precipitation, and upstream water management. In dry years, 
many of the lakes shrink dramatically or may temporarily disappear altogether, exposing mudflats and salt-en-
crusted lakebeds. Even when dry, these basins remain important features of the landscape and provide valuable 
habitat for birds whenever water returns. Continuing eastwards, we reach Zheltorangy, a small settlement lo-
cated within the semi-desert zone of the Ili Basin. Like many villages in this remote region, Zheltorangy developed 
around livestock husbandry and limited agriculture supported by groundwater and seasonal water sources. The 
village serves as a gateway to the extensive floodplain habitats of the Ili River. The surrounding area is sparsely 
populated, and traditional pastoral lifestyles remain an important part of local culture. Beyond the village, the 
road gradually approaches the floodplain of the Ili River, Kazakhstan's most important river system outside the 
Irtysh Basin. Originating in the mountains of north-western China, the Ili flows for approximately 1,400 kilometres 
before entering Lake Balkhash. Over millennia, the river has created an immense alluvial plain consisting of chan-
nels, oxbow lakes, wetlands, sandbars, and riparian forests. The final section of the route leads towards the large 
bridge spanning the Ili River. Here we enter the remarkable Turanga forests, one of the rarest forest ecosystems 
in Central Asia. 
 
The Turanga Poplar Forests 
The forests are dominated by Turanga Poplar (Populus pruinosa) and Euphrates Poplar (Populus euphratica), 
highly specialised tree species adapted to extreme desert conditions. These trees survive in environments where 
annual rainfall is often less than 150 mm by accessing groundwater through extensive root systems. Their pres-
ence indicates the influence of permanent subsurface water associated with the Ili River and its floodplain. Tu-
ranga forests once occupied vast areas along the major rivers of Central Asia, including the Ili, Syr Darya, Amu 
Darya, and Tarim. Today, many have disappeared due to river regulation, water extraction, and habitat degrada-
tion, making the remaining forests along the Ili internationally important for biodiversity conservation. The trees 
themselves are extraordinary. Mature Turanga poplars often develop twisted trunks, broad crowns, and deeply 
fissured bark. Their leaves vary in shape depending on age and position within the canopy, an adaptation be-
lieved to help reduce water loss under harsh desert conditions. Some specimens may survive for several 



centuries. The forest understorey includes tamarisk (Tamarix spp.), sea buckthorn (Hippophae rhamnoides), 
reeds (Phragmites australis), wild roses, and various salt-tolerant shrubs. Together, these plants create a unique 
transition zone between true desert and riverine wetland. 
 
The Turanga forests support one of the richest bird communities in south-eastern Kazakhstan. The combination 
of woodland, wetlands, river channels, and desert habitats creates exceptional ecological diversity. Typical breed-
ing species include Ruddy Shelduck, Common Pheasant, Yellow-eyed Pigeon, Common Cuckoo, Eurasian Scops 
Owl, Pallid Scops Owl, Little Owl, Common Hoopoe, European Roller, White-winged Woodpecker, Eurasian Hobby, 
Indian Golden Oriole, Turkestan Shrike, Eurasian Jackdaw, Azure Tit, Sykes's Warbler, Saxaul Sparrow, Turkestan 
Tit, etc. Raptors such as Shikra, White-tailed Eagle, Western Marsh Harrier, Black Kite, and Long-legged Buz-
zard may often be observed hunting above the forest. By late afternoon, we arrive and setup our tent camp. The 
contrast between the arid landscapes crossed during the day and the lush riverine forest surrounding our desti-
nation provides a striking reminder of the ecological importance of the Ili River in sustaining life across this other-
wise dry region. Distance: approximately 120–150 km. Driving time: approximately 3–4 hours (excluding bird-
watching and photography stops).  
 
Day 5. Turanga Poplar Fores (morning photographing). Then transfer same way back to our desert 
camp 
07.07. The early morning is devoted to photography and birdwatching in the magnificent Turanga forest. The first 
hours after sunrise provide the most favourable photographic conditions, as the low-angle light illuminates the 
woodland. Activity is often greatest during these cooler morning hours, when woodland birds are actively feeding 
and calling throughout the forest. After a leisurely morning in the forest and an early lunch, we begin our return 
journey towards the desert, retracing our route across the vast landscapes. Upon arrival, there will be time to re-
lax before preparing for another evening photography session at the desert waterholes. Distance: approximately 
120–150 km and driving time: approximately 3–4 hours (excluding photography and birdwatching activities). 
Overnight in the Taukum Desert. 
 
Day 6 and 7. Desert Bird Photography at the Waterholes in the Taukum Desert 
08-09.07. Our final two days in the desert are devoted entirely to bird photography at the waterholes. Although 
the daily routine follows the same pattern as during our previous sessions, no two days in the desert are identi-
cal. Changes in weather, wind direction, temperature, water levels, bird movements, and light conditions ensure 
that each session offers new photographic opportunities and challenges. The waterholes attract birds from a 
vast surrounding area, and species composition can vary considerably from one day to the next. A flock of sand-
grouse that arrived shortly after sunrise on one morning may appear much later the next day, while other birds (or 
camels and horses) passing through the region can produce unexpected photographic opportunities. Both morn-
ings begin well before dawn. We enter the photographic hides in darkness and settle into position before the first 
birds arrive. As the sun rises the soft light creates ideal conditions for photography. The low angle of the sun en-
hances plumage detail, produces attractive backgrounds, and often allows beautiful reflections on the water sur-
face. For the participants, these additional sessions provide an opportunity to refine photographic techniques 
developed during the first days at the waterholes. Having become familiar with bird behaviour, flight paths, and 
the layout of the site, photographers can experiment with different compositions, exposure settings, flight pho-
tography, action shots, reflections, and creative use of light. The repeated visits often result in increasingly suc-
cessful images as both photographers and birds become more predictable. Following the morning session, we 
return to camp for breakfast and a period of relaxation during the hottest part of the day. Temperatures in the 
Taukum Desert can become very high, particularly during summer, and wildlife activity generally decreases signif-
icantly around midday. The afternoon can be spent resting, discussing techniques, or exploring the surroundings 
of the camp. In the late afternoon we return to the hides for the evening photography session. As temperatures 
begin to fall, bird activity increases once again. The warm light before sunset often creates particularly attractive 
photographic conditions, with rich colours and soft shadows. The final hour before sunset frequently produces 
some of the most dramatic images of the expedition. These final days in the desert provide an opportunity not 
only to improve photographic results but also to deepen an understanding of how wildlife survives in one of Cen-
tral Asia's most challenging environments. Photography sessions: Early morning and late afternoon/evening. 
Midday: Rest, image review, relaxation, or exploration around camp. Overnight: Desert tent camp  
 
Day 8. Konchengel – Sorbulak Lake – Almaty 
10.07. After an early breakfast, we leave the desert landscapes of Konchengel and begin our journey back to Al-
maty. To maximise our time in the field, we spend most of the day travelling and birdwatching before arriving at 
our hotel in the late afternoon or early evening. 
 
The route traverses the vast Ili-Balkhash Basin, one of the largest inland drainage systems in Central Asia. Leav-
ing the sandy plains of the Taukum Desert, we travel westwards through landscapes shaped by the interaction of 
wind, rivers, and tectonic forces over millions of years. Extensive sand sheets, low dunes, semi-desert shrub-
lands, and ancient river terraces dominate the scenery. These sediments were largely deposited by the Ili River 
and its tributaries before being reworked by wind into the characteristic desert landscapes seen today. 



As we approach the Almaty region, the terrain gradually becomes more productive. Irrigated agricultural land ap-
pears, supported by water originating in the glaciers and snowfields of the northern Tien Shan Mountains. On 
clear days, the snow-covered summits of the Trans-Ili Alatau form a spectacular backdrop to the southern hori-
zon, with peaks rising above 4,500 metres. Our principal stop of the day is at Sorbulak Lake, one of the most im-
portant birdwatching sites in south-eastern Kazakhstan. 
 
Sorbulak Lake 
Sorbulak is a large artificial reservoir situated approximately 50 kilometres north-west of Almaty. Although man-
made, it has become one of the most significant wetland ecosystems in southern Kazakhstan. The reservoir was 
established during the 1970s as part of a major water management system designed to receive treated 
wastewater from the rapidly growing city of Almaty. Over time, the lake developed into a vast wetland complex 
that now supports a remarkable diversity of aquatic life and bird species. 
 
Today, Sorbulak functions both as a water storage reservoir and as an important ecological refuge. Depending on 
water levels, the reservoir and associated wetlands cover hundreds of square kilometres, including shallow la-
goons, reedbeds, mudflats, islands, and open water areas. These habitats provide ideal conditions for breeding, 
migrating, and moulting waterbirds. 
 
For photographers and birdwatchers, Sorbulak is particularly renowned for its colonies of Rosy Starling (Pastor 
roseus), one of the most striking birds of the Eurasian steppes. During the breeding season, large flocks may be 
observed feeding in nearby grasslands and agricultural fields. Their pink plumage and glossy black heads make 
them highly photogenic subjects, particularly when photographed in groups. The reservoir is also one of the best 
places in Kazakhstan to observe both species of pelicans occurring in the region. Great White Pelican (Pelecanus 
onocrotalus) and Dalmatian Pelican (Pelecanus crispus) are regularly recorded, although they are often encoun-
tered at considerable distances from observation points. The Dalmatian Pelican is of conservation interest, being 
one of the largest flying birds in the world and classified as globally Near Threatened. Depending on water levels 
and bird distribution, opportunities may arise to photograph these magnificent birds, although long focal lengths 
are usually required. Additional species frequently encountered include herons, egrets, cormorants, ducks, 
grebes, gulls, terns, marsh harriers, and numerous migratory waders. During migration periods, the diversity can 
be exceptionally high. 
 
When we drive towards Almaty, the landscapes illustrate the transition from true desert to steppe and agricultural 
environments. The region lies within a large tectonic depression formed between the uplifted mountain systems 
of the northern Tien Shan and the Dzungarian Alatau. Over geological time, sediments transported by rivers from 
the mountains accumulated in the basin, creating thick deposits of sand, gravel, silt, and clay. 
The modern landscape reflects both natural processes and human influence. Extensive irrigation systems, reser-
voirs, and agricultural developments have transformed parts of the basin, while large areas of natural desert and 
semi-desert remain intact. The contrast between these environments provides excellent opportunities to appreci-
ate the ecological diversity of south-eastern Kazakhstan. Historically, the region has long served as a crossroads 
between the Eurasian steppes and the mountain corridors leading into Central Asia and western China. Nomadic 
peoples, including Saka, Wusun, Turkic, Mongol, and Kazakh groups, moved through these landscapes for centu-
ries. During the nineteenth century, the Russian Empire established military outposts and settlements in the re-
gion, laying the foundations for the modern city of Almaty, which subsequently became the administrative and 
cultural centre of Kazakhstan. 
 
In the late afternoon or early evening, we arrive in Almaty, Kazakhstan's largest city and former capital. Situated 
at the foot of the Trans-Ili Alatau, Almaty occupies one of the most attractive settings of any city in Central Asia. 
The city's broad tree-lined avenues, parks, and mountain backdrop provide a striking contrast to the deserts and 
wetlands explored during the expedition. After check-in at the hotel, we gather for a farewell dinner to celebrate 
the conclusion of our journey through the remarkable landscapes of south-eastern Kazakhstan. Distance: approx-
imately 280–320 km and driving time: approximately 5–6 hours (excluding birdwatching and photography stops) 
Overnight: Hotel in Almaty. 
 
Day 9. Tour concludes – departure from Almaty Airport 
 
11.07.2027. End of Tour. For guests with departing flights the following morning, we provide a complimentary 
transfer to Almaty International Airport. However, airport transfer is available for flights departing before 11:00 
a.m., after which our team must continue the return journey to Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan.  
 
We hope you leave Kazakhstan with memorable photographs, rewarding wildlife encounters, and lasting impres-
sions of the deserts, wetlands, mountains, and birdlife of Central Asia. 
 
Tour Leader: Michael Westerbjerg Andersen 
 
Tour start: Almaty, Kazakhstan 3.th July 2027 



 
WELCOME!
 
What to bring?  Prior departure, Miksture submits a detailed bird list and Practical Travel Tips.  
 
Of course, Miksture are available at any time for additional information. 
 
Price include: Full board from Day 2 and Day 10 (breakfast only) during the stay in Kazakhstan ● Guid-
ing by Miksture-team/Michael Westerbjerg Andersen ● Transportation according program in Kazakh-
stan ● All accommodation in Kazakhstan according day-to-day program ● Necessary permits for Re-
stricted Area sites ● Local entrees and fees in National Parks and other places visited according day-
to-day program ● Services of Miksture tour leaders ● Administration from Miksture ● If needed - Visa 
support, e.g. Letter of Invitation 
 
Price does NOT include international flight ticket (Miksture, of course helps to book the cheap-
est/best flight ticket) ● Food Day 1 ● Transfer from Almaty Airport to hotel in Almaty and transfer 
from hotel to airport later than 8 AM Day 10 (11.07.2027) ● Other transportation not mentioned in the 
program, domestic flights in homeland prior arrival/departure Kazakhstan ● Beverage during the tour 
and at meals in restaurants and cafes ● Arrangements not mentioned in the program ● Tips to drivers 
– hotels, waitresses/waiters/drivers/local guides, etc.) ● Travel insurance – mandatory! ● Money for 
own expenses. ● Anything strictly personal e.g., money for own expenses.  
 
Welcome! 
 
Miksture/Michael Westerbjerg Andersen, Miksture, Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan 
 
 


