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Tour participants: Simon Tonkin & Niki Williamson (tour leaders) with 11 Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

This inaugural “Swift Weekend” tour exceeded all expectations! In an action-packed weekend of excellent 

birding, the group were treated to such Southern Spain specialities as Rufous Scrub Robin, Spanish Imperial 

Eagle, Rüppell´s Vulture, White-headed Duck, Red-knobbed Coot, Northern Bald Ibis and Common Bulbul.  

 

Thanks to the wide range of habitats within reach of our base near Tarifa we were able to visit salt pans, 

farmland, mountains and coast, and rack up over 120 species of bird in just four days, including such delights as 

Western Olivaceous Warbler, Red-rumped Swallow, Western Swamphen, Kentish Plover, Curlew Sandpiper, 

European Bee-eater, Booted and Short-toed Eagles, Black-eared Wheatear, Crested and Thekla’s Lark, and 

Tawny Pipit. There was abundant other wildlife to look at too, such as Oscellated Lizard, Moorish Gecko, 

Swallowtail, Cleopatra and Monarch butterflies. 

 

The gorgeous sunny weather didn´t disappoint and neither did the food, featuring lavish picnics in prime habitat 

at lunchtime and local specialities in one of the area´s best restaurants at night, relaxing next to a stream full of 

Iberian Pond Tortoises! 

 

And then there were the Swifts! What a joy to see all five of mainland Europe´s breeding Swifts – Common, 

Pallid, White-rumped, Little and Alpine. At times they filled the skies and we respectfully enjoyed stunning close 

up views of White-rumped and Little Swift at their breeding colonies. All in all a great weekend, celebrating this 

most aerially superb genus. 

Day 1 Friday 21st June 

Simon and Niki met the group at Gibraltar airport and we were soon across the border and on our way, along 

the picturesque southern coastline of Andalucía, where the Straits and the Alcornacales Natural Parks meet. On 

the way we enjoyed our first White Storks and views across the Straits to Africa. 

 

Passing through the coastal urbanisations of La Linea and Algeciras, we picked up our first swift of the trip! 

Pallid Swifts breed in large numbers in these urban areas and we were able to spot a few individuals whizzing 

past us. 

 

We stopped for our picnic lunch at Sanctuario de la Luz, a hillside area overlooking the Strait of Gibraltar. 

Immediately we picked up a stunning male Black-eared Wheatear, to be followed later by his female and two 

further males. We picked up a Thekla’s Lark singing, and soon had great views of a newly-fledged family feeding 

together around the boulder-strewn field. A Tawny Pipit called and was soon spotted close by, as was a 

Woodchat Shrike. A few Pallid Swifts flew close by, enabling us to discuss in more details the ID features which 

separate them from the superficially similar Common Swift. 

 

The group enjoyed wandering this area – an ancient sky burial site, still frequented by Griffon Vultures – while 

Niki & Simon prepared the first of the weekend´s lavish picnics, featuring a selection of locally-produced cheeses 

and embutidos.  
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We moved on to our hotel, situated in tastefully-converted traditional farm buildings in the hills above Tarifa, 

where the group had time to settle in and enjoy the views across the Strait to Africa before our afternoon foray. 

 

As the afternoon cooled, we headed to a private site just a few minutes’ drive away, where we explored the olive 

groves and open farmland. Crossing an open area, we could see numerous Griffon Vultures drifting around and 

a group of twenty or so on the deck, which appeared to be resting after feeding on a carcass. There had been an 

interesting sighting reported that morning so we examined them all closely, and were thrilled to find that, as we 

hoped, amongst them was a Rüppell´s Vulture! This smaller, chocolate-brown bird eventually took to the wing, 

giving us great views of its characteristic underwing markings and leaving us in no doubt about the identity of 

this rare African vagrant. 

 

Spotted Flycatchers were super-numerous, as were Corn Buntings, and we also picked up Melodious and 

Sardinian Warblers. A thermal loaded with raptors drifted our way, giving us overhead views of Booted and 

Short-toed Eagles. 

 

Soon it was time to freshen up and head out for dinner, at the excellent local restaurant El Olivó. We were 

treated to welcome drinks in the form of ice-cold Sangria, and a choice of meat or vegetarian paella, both of 

which were delicious! In the terrace-side river, Iberian Pond Tortoises loafed while a Common Kingfisher 

peeped. Not a bad start.. 

Day 2 Saturday 22nd June 

This morning, surrounded by clouds of Pallid Swifts in the cool air, we set out to find one of the most sought-

after Swifts of the trip. The White-rumped Swift, more typically associated with sub-Saharan Africa, has only a 

toe-hold in Europe, with only a handful of pairs breeding at scattered sites in mainland Spain. While birds in 

tropical Africa are resident apart from seasonal movements, the populations in Spain, Morocco and the south of 

Africa are migratory, although their wintering grounds are not definitively known.  

 

We arrived at our watchpoint overlooking a small river valley, and enjoyed many Pallid Swifts, House Martins 

and Red-rumped Swallows. The main concentrations appeared to be feeding over a nearby reservoir, so we 

switched location, which immediately gave us great views of a pair of Western Ospreys with a chick on the nest. 

Many European Bee-eaters were also hawking for insects amongst the Hirundines and Swifts.  

 

We scanned the flocks intently, picking up the jink-y flight of the odd Common Swift amongst them, and it 

wasn´t too long before we found ourselves looking at an enormous Alpine Swift, white belly flashing in the sun! 

Then at last our quarry hove into view and a single White-rumped Swift flew right in front of the group – 

success!  

 

The view was exhilarating but brief, so we vowed to do better. We headed to a known nest site and observed 

from a respectful distance so as not to disturb the birds. Our patience was rewarded as we eventually got 

prolonged views of a pair of the Swifts, hawking over the next-door field, and eventually flying down the road 

toward us and right over our heads! 
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Elated, we took our picnic lunch (with celebratory wine!) in the shade and moved on to make the best of some 

more of the superb year-round birding this area has to offer. 

 

Next stop were the expansive rice paddies and cotton fields of La Janda, an erstwhile wetland which, when 

flooded for summer crops, still retains echoes of its former glory. Here we enjoyed many Glossy Ibis wading in 

the rice paddies and got fantastic views of a young Spanish Imperial Eagle drifting alongside us. The track passes 

right alongside a huge Cattle Egret colony of several hundred pairs, and we enjoyed the muppet-like chicks of 

various ages scattered through the trees in extremely pungent nests! 

 

Soon it was time to head home, but not before one last treat. At the cliffs near Vejer de la Frontera, we were able 

to observe Northern Bald Ibis at their nests – one of the world´s rarest birds, these characterful individuals are 

the wild descendants of a successful reintroduction programme some years ago. Ending on a conservation 

success story, we headed back to the hotel for refreshments while we added another three Swift species to our 

checklists! 

Day 3 Sunday 23rd June 

Today Little Swift was high on our target list, and we made an early start to reach our destination on the other 

side of Cadiz while the day was still cool. As we arrived at the harbour, this time we were rewarded by immediate 

views of this most adorable of Swifts sailing around our heads! Careful observation indicated that there were at 

least eight pairs nesting on the underside of the harbour buildings, the delightful nest-fluff clearly visible from 

where we stood. These typically North African birds were interspersed by numerous Common Swift nests, 

giving us superb views and photographic opportunities of both of these species, during the truly magical time we 

spent with them whizzing round our heads, listening to their “screams” and “giggles”!  

 

All five Swift species seen by 10am! But there was still so much more birding to do! We stopped for a coffee at 

the harbour front fisherman´s bar, allowing us to spend a little more time with the Little and Common Swifts as 

we refreshed ourselves for the rest of the day to come. 

 

Next we headed on to the salt pans of Bonanza, where Doñana National Park extends onto the eastern side of 

the Guadalquivir river. En route we made an unscheduled roadside stop, to observe a number of Collared 

Pratincoles and Little Ringed Plovers calling noisiliy over their breeding colonies on low-intensity arable land. 

Soon arriving at the glistening salt pans, we could see many Pied Avocets, Kentish Plovers and Little Terns 

nesting on the low banks between them. At this time of year, the southward passage of migratory waders has 

already begun, and flocks of Sanderling, Curlew Sandpipers, Black-tailed Godwits and summer-plumage Dunlin 

were gathering. 

 

Further on, in a deeper lagoon, we enjoyed views of Greater Flamingoes, Common, Caspian and Gull-billed 

Terns, while Iberian Yellow Wagtails and Lesser Short-toed Larks flitted amongst the salt-tolerant scrub. 

 

Before taking picnic in the shade of a group of Stone Pines, the group enjoyed watching many White-headed 

Ducks, Black-necked and Little Grebes on a nearby lagoon. Visiting other similar lagoons – originally excavated 

for sand and now converted into wildlife havens – we had more excellent views of White-headed Ducks and 

picked up several Little Bitterns as well as Black-crowned Night Herons and Red-crested Pochard. We also were 
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lucky enough to see a Red-knobbed Coot, another elusive southern Spanish species, more readily associated with 

North Africa than Europe! This bird teased us for quite some time, diving and disappearing behind tufts of 

vegetation, but with a little sustained effort the whole group were able to get views of the strange blueish sheen 

to its facial shield, distinct rear-end shape, and of course its rather grotesque red knobs! 

 

It was almost time to head home, but there was one last target to be seen! Birthday Boy James, amongst others in 

the group, had high hopes of seeing Rufous Scrub Robin on this trip and we were determined not to disappoint. 

In the nearby vineyards of Trebujena, twice we heard song and got fleeting glimpses, before eventually gaining 

glorious views of two of these truly stunning birds, one perched on a nearby bush in full song, giving amazing 

photographic opportunities! 

 

With that we returned, freshening up before heading to the restaurant to celebrate James´ birthday in style with 

more great food and a singing cake! 

Day 4 Monday 24th June 

Already the last day, but thanks to the group´s afternoon flight we still had time for a little more relaxed birding 

before heading to the airport. We headed into the old town of Tarifa, parking just outside the ancient fortified 

walls. Here we sought and eventually found another unusual local resident. A Common Bulbul – first recorded 

as breeding in 2013 and now a regular feature in at least two local locations - flitted amongst the trees and treated 

us to bursts of loud song. 

 

At Castillo Guzman el Bueno, we enjoyed both the imposing architecture of this 1000-year-old coastal fort, and 

the antics of the colony of Lesser Kestrels that have made it their home. This population is one of only two non-

migratory colonies in Spain, the rest heading to sub-Saharan Africa for the winter. Many of the chicks were on 

the point of fledging, and begged endearingly from nesting holes in the fort´s structure. The attentive parents 

provided excellent photographic opportunities overhead. 

 

Wandering back to the vans via a coastal road, we took a few minutes to look out over the sea, adding Cory´s 

and Balearic Shearwater, Sandwich Tern and Northern Gannet to our list. 

 

For lunch we headed to the clifftop viewpoint at El Trafico, affording breath-taking views across the Strait to 

Northern Morocco, just 14 km away, although it appeared much closer. We enjoyed our final picnic with these 

fantastic views, in the company of Tawny Pipit, Little Owl and Painted Lady butterflies, another voyager from 

across the Strait. 

 

With that it was time to head to the airport – all too soon! A fantastic inaugural trip, jam-packed with great 

birding and great company! 

 

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. 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
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Species Lists 

Birds (✓=recorded but not counted; H = heard only) 

  N = Near endemic I = introduced June 

  Common name Scientific name 21 22 23 24 

1 Greylag Goose Anser anser     ✓   

2 Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyptiaca   4     

3 Gadwall Mareca strepera     4   

4 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos   ✓ ✓   

5 Red-crested Pochard Netta rufina     1+   

6 Common Pochard Aythya ferina     20+   

7 White-headed Duck Oxyura leucocephala     30+   

8 Red-legged Partridge Alectoris rufa   5     

9 Cory's Shearwater Calonectris borealis       10 

10 Balearic Shearwater Puffinus mauretanicus       20 

11 Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis     42   

12 Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus     4   

13 Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus     200   

14 White Stork Ciconia ciconia ✓ ✓ ✓   

15 Northern Bald Ibis Geronticus eremita     2   

16 Glossy Ibis Plegadis falcinellus   50+ 15+   

17 Eurasian Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia   1 150+   

18 Little Bittern Ixobrychus minutus     4   

19 Black-crowned Night Heron Nycticorax nycticorax     6+   

20 Squacco Heron Ardeola ralloides     2   

21 Western Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis ✓ ✓ ✓   

22 Grey Heron Ardea cinerea 1 c.5 10+   

23 Purple Heron Ardea purpurea   1 1   

24 Little Egret Egretta garzetta   30+ 20+   

25 Northern Gannet Morus bassanus       5 

26 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo   ✓     

27 Western Osprey Pandion haliaetus   4     

28 Rüppell's Vulture Gyps rueppelli 1       

29 Griffon Vulture Gyps fulvus 50+ 50+ 10+   

30 Short-toed Snake Eagle Circaetus gallicus 4+ c.5 2   

31 Booted Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus 5 5+ 5   

32 Spanish Imperial Eagle - N Aquila adalberti   1 1   

33 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus 1   1   

34 Montagu's Harrier Circus pygargus     1   

35 Red Kite Milvus milvus     1   

36 Black Kite Milvus migrans 1 2 50+   

37 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo     1   

38 Western Swamphen Porphyrio porphyrio     4+   

39 Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus     5   

40 Eurasian Coot Fulica atra     ✓   

41 Red-knobbed Coot Fulica cristata     1   

42 Black-winged Stilt Himantopus himantopus   10+ 20+   

43 Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta     c200   

44 Little Ringed Plover Charadrius dubius   1 6   

45 Kentish Plover Charadrius alexandrinus     50+   

46 Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago         

47 Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa     110   
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  N = Near endemic I = introduced June 

  Common name Scientific name 21 22 23 24 

48 Common Redshank Tringa totanus     30+   

49 Green Sandpiper Tringa ochropus   1     

50 Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea     4   

51 Dunlin Calidris alpina     2   

52 Collared Pratincole Glareola pratincola   1 c.20   

53 Slender-billed Gull Chroicocephalus genei     50+   

54 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus     5   

55 Mediterranean Gull Ichthyaetus melanocephalus     2   

56 Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

57 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus     ✓   

58 Gull-billed Tern Gelochelidon nilotica     3   

59 Caspian Tern Hydroprogne caspia     2   

60 Sandwich Tern Thalasseus sandvicensis       10 

61 Little Tern Sternula albifrons     15+   

62 Common Tern Sterna hirundo     1   

63 Feral Pigeon Columba livia ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

64 Common Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus 3 10+ ✓   

65 European Turtle Dove Streptopelia turtur   2 1   

66 Eurasian Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

67 Little Owl Athene noctua       2 

68 Alpine Swift Tachymarptis melba   1     

69 Common Swift Apus apus 2 c.10 ✓ 1 

70 Pallid Swift Apus pallidus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

71 Little Swift Apus affinis     20+   

72 White-rumped Swift Apus caffer   2     

73 Common Kingfisher Alcedo atthis     2   

74 European Bee-eater Merops apiaster   20+ c.50 5 

75 Eurasian Hoopoe Upupa epops   1 2   

76 Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni 2 1 2 20 

77 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus 3 4+ 3+   

78 Woodchat Shrike Lanius senator 3+   1   

79 Eurasian Magpie Pica pica     2   

80 Western Jackdaw Coloeus monedula   ✓ ✓ ✓ 

81 Northern Raven Corvus corax 2       

82 Eurasian Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

83 Great Tit Parus major ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

84 Thekla's Lark Galerida theklae 2+     1 

85 Crested Lark Galerida cristata ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

86 Lesser Short-toed Lark Alaudala rufescens     1+   

87 Sand Martin Riparia riparia     2+   

88 Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

89 Common House Martin Delichon urbicum ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

90 Red-rumped Swallow Cecropis daurica 2 30+ 10+ 2 

91 Cetti's Warbler Cettia cetti 1   2   

92 Western Bonelli's Warbler Phylloscopus bonelli 2+ 3     

93 Great Reed Warbler Acrocephalus arundinaceus     1   

94 Eurasian Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus     3   

95 Western Olivaceous Warbler Iduna opaca     3   

96 Melodious Warbler Hippolais polyglotta 5+ 10+ 2   

97 Zitting Cisticola Cisticola juncidis 2 ✓ ✓ 1 

98 Eurasian Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla ✓   2   
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  N = Near endemic I = introduced June 

  Common name Scientific name 21 22 23 24 

99 Sardinian Warbler Sylvia melanocephala ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

100 Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes     1 1 

101 Short-toed Treecreeper Certhia brachydactyla 2 3   1 

102 Spotless Starling Sturnus unicolor ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

103 Common Blackbird Turdus merula ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

104 Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata 10+ 2 1+ 1 

105 European Robin Erithacus rubecula       1 

106 Common Nightingale Luscinia megarhynchos 2     1 

107 Rufous-tailed Bush Robin Cercotrichas galactotes     3   

108 European Stonechat Saxicola rubicola ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

109 Black-eared Wheatear Oenanthe hispanica 6       

110 House Sparrow Passer domesticus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

111 Spanish Sparrow Passer hispaniolensis ✓ ✓     

112 Iberian Yellow Wagtail Motacilla flava iberiae     20+   

113 White Wagtail Motacilla alba       1 

114 Common Bulbul Pycnonotus barbatus       1 

115 Tawny Pipit Anthus campestris 1     1 

116 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs ✓ ✓ 5+ ✓ 

117 European Greenfinch Chloris chloris ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

118 Common Linnet Linaria cannabina ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

119 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

120 European Serin Serinus serinus ✓ ✓ 3 2 

121 Corn Bunting Emberiza calandra ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Dragonflies           

1 Red-veined Darter Sympetrum fonscolombii   ✓ ✓   

Butterflies           

2 Swallowtail Papilio machaon     1   

3 Painted Lady Vanessa cardui       ✓ 

4 Clouded Yellow Colias croceus ✓ ✓     

5 Small White Pieris rapae ✓ ✓ ✓   

6 Speckled Wood Pararge aegeria ✓ ✓ ✓   

7 Holly Blue Celastrina argiolus ✓ ✓ ✓   

8 Southern Gatekeeper Pyronia cecilia ✓     ✓ 

9 Spanish Gatekeeper Pyronia bathseba ✓       

10 Brown Argus Aricia agestis   ✓     

Moths           

1 Gypsy Moth Lymantria dispar dispar     ✓ ✓ 

2 Oak Hawkmoth Murumba quercas   1     

3 White Ermine Spilosoma lubricipeda   1     

Reptiles           

1 Iberian Pond Tortoise  Mauremys leprosa   ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2 Moorish Gecko Tarentola mauritanica   ✓ ✓ ✓ 

3 Ocellated Lizard Timon lepidus     ✓   

       



Andalucian Swift Weekend  Tour Report 

 

 

8  © Naturetrek     August 19 
 

  N = Near endemic I = introduced June 

  Common name Scientific name 21 22 23 24 

Mammals           

1 European Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus   ✓ ✓   

2 Red Deer Cervus elaphus   ✓     

Social Media 

We’re social! Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and be the first to hear about the launch of new 

tours, offers and exciting sightings and photos from our recently returned holidays.  

 

 

 


