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Outline itinerary 

Day 1 Arrive Exmouth 

Day 2/4 Visit Exe Estuary, Exe Marshes, Dawlish 

Warren, East Devon Pebble-bed Heaths 

& Haldon Hills  

Departs 

April or May 

Dates and Prices 

See website (tour code GBR22) or brochure 

Grading 

A. Easy day walks & optional evening excursions. 

Focus 

Birds and general natural history 

Leader 

Matt Collis  

Highlights 

 Cetti’s Warbler & Cirl Bunting on coastal ‘Leys’  

 Enjoy Dartmoor’s picturesque moorland, crags & 

forests 

 Dipper, Pied Flycatcher & Redstart possible 

 Displaying Great Crested Grebe 

 Possibility of scare migrant birds 

 Newly emerged dragonflies & butterflies 

 Varied spring flora, including orchids 

 Greater Horseshoe Bats emerging from roost 

 Visited Devon’s heathland in search of Dartford 

Warbler & Nightjar 

 Add extra days in historic Exeter   

Images from top: Kingfisher, European Nightjar & Dartford Warbler 
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Introduction 

South Devon contains some of Britain’s most beautiful and wildlife-rich countryside in a remarkably 

small area. The underlying geology varies from the ancient granite of Dartmoor, which has 

weathered and been deposited as ball clay in the Bovey Basin, to the Devonian Limestone of Torbay, 

the Old Red Sandstone of the Exe Valley and the Bunter Sandstones of the Jurassic Coast. Between 

sea level and Dartmoor’s highest point at High Willhays (621 metres, or 2,037 feet), there is an 

amazing range of high quality wildlife habitats, including moorland, heathland, ancient oak 

woodland, conifer plantations, calcareous and neutral grasslands, grazing marshes, cliffs, estuaries 

and sand dunes.  

 

In this relatively mild part of Britain, it’s possible to look for Red Grouse and occasionally Ring 

Ouzels among the heather and tors, listen to Pied Flycatchers and Redstarts in picturesque bluebell 

woods and yet within an hour be watching seabirds and migrant waders on the coast. In April, a 

number of summer visitors are arriving and starting to nest. By mid-May, both breeding and 

migrant birdlife is at full throttle, insects are becoming more obvious and many plants are in full 

flower. Our leaders regularly find over 100 species of birds here in a single day in spring! 

 

An exceptionally rich variety of wildlife is found in the last great wilderness of southern England – 

Dartmoor – where open moorland and ancient woodland cover roughly a half of the almost 1000 

square kilometres of the National Park. The high rainfall gives rise to extensive bogs, where the 

weird, ‘drumming’ display of Snipe blends 

with the haunting song of the Curlew (sadly 

in decline) and the monotonous ‘reeling’ of 

the Grasshopper Warbler. This is wild country 

– epitomised of course in The Hound of the 

Baskervilles – and birds love it! 

 

The coastal belt of South Devon became the 

sole remaining breeding ground for the Cirl 

Bunting in Britain when its population 

declined dramatically to barely 100 pairs. 

Fortunately, this species has responded to conservation efforts and its numbers have increased, but 

it is still has a very restricted range. It shares its haunts with some fine coastal scenery, including 

Prawle Point and Slapton Ley. The coast at Prawle – Devon’s southernmost point – is a first port of 

call for many tired migrants crossing the Channel. Anything can (and does) turn up, especially 

Dartmoor 

Eurasian Curlew 
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during bad weather, but even in settled conditions there is plenty to see. Peregrines and Fulmars 

nest on the cliffs, Cirl Buntings lurk in the scrub and 

Basking Sharks regularly cruise offshore. Nearby 

Slapton Ley, the largest natural freshwater lake in the 

south-west, has very different wildlife, including the 

skulking, but noisy and locally abundant, Cetti’s 

Warbler. The songs of Reed and Sedge Warblers fill 

the reed beds and territorial Hairy Dragonflies patrol 

their reed-fringe beats. The open fresh water and the 

sea, which lies just beyond an eroding vegetated 

shingle ridge, has Gadwalls, Kittiwakes and maybe a 

lingering diver or passing terns and skuas. 

 

Further north, the Exe Estuary and its marshes is a mecca for birds and birdwatchers. Waders 

congregate here to feed eagerly during their journeys to Arctic breeding grounds, while terns feed 

on the abundant sand-eels offshore. Lapwings and Redshanks stay to breed on the freshwater 

marshes at the head of the estuary, where the ditches abound with dragonflies and are sometimes 

used in daylight by Otters. 

Itinerary 

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.   

Day 1  Arrive Exmouth 

We will meet at Exeter Railway Station at approximately midday before transferring to our 

accommodation near Exeter for the next three nights. We will begin with a short introductory talk 

from our leader, outlining the programme for the next couple of days and some of the wildlife we 

will hope to see, before setting off to visit some sites either on Dartmoor or around the Exe Estuary, 

depending on the weather forecast and tide times.  

 

The programme for the next three days will be kept flexible, in order to make best use of the 

prevailing weather conditions and to maximise our chances of seeing key species. Our time will be 

Cetti’s Warbler 

Exe Estuary 
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divided between three main areas, though the whole area is good for wildlife and there are many 

opportunities to stop as we drive between sites. Our tour leader knows the area extremely well and 

will make decisions on the day as to exactly where we will go. The main areas we are likely to visit 

are described below. 

Days 2 – 4 Devon 

The main areas we are likely to visit are described below:  

Prawle Point & Slapton Ley 

In Devon’s ‘deep south’, the stronghold of the Cirl Bunting, we will walk to Prawle Point, checking 

the bushes for migrants and, of course, looking closely at any buntings that show themselves. Trying 

not to tread on the blue flowers of Spring Squill, 

we’ll check the cliffs for nesting Fulmars and 

Peregrines and look out to sea for Shags, 

passing Gannets and Manx Shearwaters and 

perhaps a cetacean or Basking Shark. Where 

violets flower among the bracken, we’ll keep a 

watchful eye open for Pearl-bordered 

Fritillaries, a butterfly that has become quite 

rare in recent years. At Slapton Ley, we’ll make 

use of the birdwatching hide to scan the open 

water of the Lower Ley. Pairs of Great Crested Grebes are likely to be shaking their head plumes at 

each other in display, or perhaps even doing their comical ‘penguin dance’ with bits of pondweed 

flicking in their bills. Pairs of Gadwall, a relative newcomer here, will also be thinking about breeding. 

By carefully searching in the direction of the explosive calls of Cetti’s Warbler, we may be lucky and 

catch a glimpse of one skulking in the waterside vegetation, nervously cocking its ample tail high 

into the air. At Slapton Bridge, where the Ley narrows before turning into extensive reed-swamp, 

there may be Hairy Dragonflies flying if the sun is shining, and Reed and Sedge Warblers sidle up 

to the reed tops to show us their differences in song and plumage. If we are very lucky, there might 

even be a glimpse of a Marsh Harrier or Bittern! 

Dartmoor 

By contrast, Dartmoor brings a taste of 

upland Britain with a stunning mix of 

heather moorland, bogs, fast-flowing rivers, 

ancient woodland and old conifer 

plantations. In an easily accessible area of 

moorland it’s possible to see Red Grouse, 

Hobby, Snipe, Stonechat, Whinchat, 

Grasshopper Warbler, Reed Bunting and 

possibly Ring Ouzel, together with the staple 

birds of this habitat: Skylark and Meadow Pipit. On lower slopes, Tree Pipits, Linnets, Redpolls and 

Cirl Bunting 

Eurasian Skylark 
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rarely Pearl-bordered Fritillary can be found where bracken and willows grow. In heathland areas, 

Dartford Warblers and Nightjars breed. Along the Dart and other rivers, Dippers and Grey Wagtails 

are frequent and even a few pairs of Goosander and Mandarins nest. Pied Flycatchers, Redstarts 

and Wood Warblers breed in ancient oak woods, while the older conifer woods have Siskins, 

occasional Crossbills and Goshawks, and more commonly Sparrowhawks.  

Exe Estuary 

Although perhaps most famous for its wintering birds, such as Avocet, the Exe Estuary and its 

associated grazing marshes have important breeding bird communities and feeding and resting 

sites for many passage migrants. The 

ditches of the marshes have many 

dragonflies flying in spring, including 

localised species such as Hairy Dragonfly 

and Scarce Chaser. As they emerge and 

take their maiden flights, both dragonflies 

and non-biting midges attract newly-

arrived migrant Hobbies to feed. Although 

not good news for the insects, these 

dashing falcons provide us with an 

exciting spectacle. At favoured high tide 

roost sites, waders such as Ringed and Grey Plovers, Bar-tailed Godwit, Greenshank and Sanderling 

gather with the commoner Oystercatcher, Curlew, Redshank and Dunlin. Terns feeding offshore at 

Dawlish Warren may include a few Roseates later in the spring, the rarest of Britain’s breeding terns. 

There might also be skuas or shearwaters passing by if the wind blows onshore. Or if it’s warm and 

calm, we might be lucky enough to see basking Sand Lizards in the sand dunes. 

 

There will be optional pre-breakfast birdwatching and, for those willing to rise early, there will be 

an opportunity to hear the dawn chorus. There may also be the possibility of an after-dinner 

excursion to watch bats leaving their daytime roost (perhaps including Greater Horseshoe Bats) or 

Nightjars at one the important local sites for this crepuscular species.  

 

After an action-packed few days of birdwatching, the tour will conclude at Exeter St David’s Railway 

Station by approximately 1600 hours. 

 

If you wish to extend your stay in Devon, we would be very happy to assist you with this. 
 

 

Tour Grading 

A/B. There will be some easy to moderate walking on this holiday, covering up to three miles per 

day. This will be at a slow pace, on flat or sometimes hilly ground, and will be interspersed with 

Bar-tailed Godwits 
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some time spent in hides. Some areas will be muddy underfoot. This tour is suitable for birdwatchers 

and naturalists of all abilities.  

Accommodation & Food 

The holiday cost includes accommodation on a half board basis (breakfast and evening meals) plus 

guiding and transport. Breakfasts and evening meals are included beginning with the evening meal 

on Day 1 and finishing with breakfast on Day 4. Lunches are not included, nor travel to and from 

Exeter. 

 

Accommodation will be in en-suite twin or double rooms in a standard tourist hotel, but a limited 

number of single rooms may also be available at a supplementary cost.  

 

We will stop for lunch and comfort breaks on both days. Wherever possible, your tour leader will 

try to arrange the programme so that tour members will be able to choose whether to have a 

cooked meal or a picnic lunch. You will need to bring any snacks or drinks that you want during the 

rest of the day with you as these are not provided. 

Weather 

Although South Devon enjoys a milder climate than many parts of Britain, April and May are still a 

capricious months for weather and participants should be prepared for all eventualities from heavy 

rain to warm spring sunshine! We hope for the latter, but cold, wet conditions can occur and are 

often particularly pronounced in the exposed uplands of Dartmoor.  

Clothing & Equipment  

Warm and waterproof clothing and footwear are essential. Waterproof jacket and trousers should 

be brought with you. Several thinner layers, as opposed to one thick layer, are the best way to keep 

warm, and can be removed if the temperature increases. Hat, scarf and gloves are also a must. 

 

We would recommend that all tour participants bring a pair of binoculars with them. A scope can 

be useful for the sea watching sessions and the estuary, however, if you don’t have your own, your 

tour leader will have one that the group can use. A day pack for carrying items and a re-fillable 

water bottle should be brought with you. A thermos flask and torch would be useful items to have, 

as would sunglasses and a chap-stick. 

 

If you are bringing a camera with you, please ensure that you have a waterproof bag or case to put 

it in or a weather cover. We would recommend bringing spare batteries as colder weather can 

reduce the performance and mean that your batteries don’t last very long. 

Arrival / departure details 

We anticipate that the majority of the group will arrive into Exeter St David’s Railway Station and 

so this will be our first meeting point. We will then drive to our hotel to meet anyone who has 
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chosen to make their own way there. Exact timings will be confirmed in the tour final joining 

instructions, but are likely to be as follows:  

By Train 

We will meet at Exeter St David’s Station at 1200 hours (further details will be given in joining 

instructions sent before the tour). Do not worry if our bus is a few minutes late; parking is difficult 

in the station and it is easier for us if we are sure everyone is together. The tour vehicle will be a 9-

seater mini-bus. 

 

At the end of the tour we expect to return to Exeter St David’s Railway Station by 1600 hours. Those 

departing by rail from Exeter should arrange trains to depart after this times. As train timings do 

vary from year to year, we would ask you to contact the Naturetrek office before booking travel 

arrangements that are unlikely to fit in with the timings mentioned above. 

 

Please note that there is more than one railway station in Exeter, so please make sure that your 

train goes to St David’s. 

By Car 

If you come by car then please be aware that parking may be limited around the hotel. Address 

details for the tour hotel near Exeter will be provided in your final joining instructions. We expect 

the group to arrive at the hotel for around 1230 hours. At the end of the tour your leader will let 

you know whether the drop off at the hotel will be before or after the station drop off. 

How to book your place 

In order to book your place on this holiday, please give us a call on 01962 733051 with a credit or 

debit card, book online at www.naturetrek.co.uk, or alternatively complete and post the booking 

form at the back of our main Naturetrek brochure, together with a deposit of 20% of the holiday 

cost plus any room supplements if required. If you do not have a copy of the brochure, please call 

us on 01962 733051 or request one via our website. Please stipulate any special requirements, for 

example extension requests, at the time of booking. 

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures 

and new dates, tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 
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