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INTRODUCTION

This paper reports the first year-round monthly shorebird cen-
sus carried out in 1999 at the large and attractive, Ramsar-
listed wetland of Gomishan, Iran (35°56'N, 37°15'E).

The wetland of Gomishan is located in the SE corner of
the Caspian Sea, 35 km NW of the city of Gorgan and to the
west of the town of Gomishan. To the south it is bounded by
the Gorganrood River, but to the north it extends into the
territory of Turkmenistan. To the west it is mainly separated
from the Caspian Sea by a narrow sandy strip, though in sev-
eral places there are connecting channels allowing water
exchange (Fig. 1).

The wetland has an average depth of one metre and a
maximum depth of 2.5 m. However, over the past 18 years,
the depth of water at Gomishan has increased considerably
as a result of raised water-levels in the Caspian (Kiabi et al.
1999a, b). This has led to a continually changing and dynamic
ecosystem. In consequence, although the Ramsar-listed site
is only 17,700 ha, the eastern border has expanded consid-
erably so that the wetland has increased in area by about
seven times and now has a total surface area of over
20,000 ha (Ghaemi 1999a). Of this, 14,000 ha, as well as
additional land to the east, are protected as a no-hunting zone.

The dominant influence on the ecology of Gomishan is the
fluctuating water level of the Caspian causing water to flow
to and fro, through the connecting channels. Apart from this,
the area forms part of the Turkmen Sahra semi-desert, which
has a largely arid climate in summer with temperatures up to
40°C, whereas in winter there is 1,300–1,700 mm of rain and
temperatures can fall to 0°C. The land bordering Gomishan
to the east is almost completely dry and semi-arid.

The main physical and chemical characteristics of the
water at Gomishan are (Kiabi 1998): clarity: 68–108 cm;
temperature: 6.4–36.0°C; soluble oxygen: 5.5–9.8 mg/litre;
pH: 7.9–8.8; bicarbonate: 110–184 mg/litre and total alkali:
154–188 mg/litre.

The main plant species are Phragmites communis, Calli-
triche palustris, Ceratophyllum demersum, Potamogeton
pectinatus and Aelurpous littoralis along with two Juncus
species (Kiabi et al. 1999). Twenty fish species from eight
families occur (Cyprinidae, Gasteroosteidae, Atherinidae,
Mugilidae, Gobidae, Syngnatidae, Clupeidae and Percidae)
(Olumni et al. 1991, Kiabi et al. 1999a,b, Abdoli 2000).
There are also two amphibian and 24 reptile species (Kiabi
et al. 1999a,b). Apart from shorebirds, Gomishan supports
sizeable populations of several other waterbird species from
the families Anatidae, Pelicanidae and Anseridae as well as
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The first year-round monthly shorebird census of the wetland of Gomishan, Iran, carried out in 1999 recorded
26 species with total numbers ranging from 130 in June to 10,358 in February. The site is shown to be of
international importance for the Black-tailed Godwit, which was the most abundant species, with a peak count
of 3,500 in September. Up to 2,500 Red-necked Phalaropes and 2,500 Eurasian Golden Plovers occurred during
spring passage, but neither species was recorded in autumn. January counts indicate that some species declined
during 1994–2000, probably as a result of habitat degradation. Conservation problems and actions to deal with
them are discussed.

Fig. 1.  Location of the wetland of Gomishan, Iran


