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Tour participants: Simon Tonkin (leader) with seven Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

Based in the delightful surrounds of El Rocio, we experienced the very best of wintery Doñana, watching the sun 

rise and set over the lagoon where thousands of birds have chosen to spend the winter. Here, large 

congregations of Greater Flamingoes, Glossy Ibises and rafts of dabbling ducks made for exciting birding just 

outside the hotel door! Whilst Western (previously called Purple) Swamphens and Penduline Tits were often 

more difficult to find, with a little effort they provided great views for all. 

 

Time at the nearby wet rice fields of Isla Mayor was spent in beautiful sunshine. Sifting through the variety of 

wading birds, from sandpipers to Black-tailed Godwits, we found a treasure trove of avian delights to enthrall 

and test our identification skills! Here we were also able to get telescope views of two Black-winged Kites - a 

great and beautifully tiny raptor! 

 

The interior of the Natural and National Parks of Doñana provided a behind-the-scenes look at some fabulous 

habitats and species, including a rumbling group of Wild Boar, as well as not one but three Spanish Imperial 

Eagles (two adults and an immature bird).  

 

The heaths and woodlands of Acebuche and Acebron not only provided a fabulous misty eery quietness, save 

for the blasts of bird song, but also something for the botanists too, with broomrape and serapia species just 

coming through. Birds certainly didn’t disappoint either with fabulous views of Firecrest, and an overwintering 

Wryneck calling. 

Day 1 Monday 22nd January 

After flying from the UK, we landed at Seville airport, where arrival was straightforward enough and rather 

uneventful, and we were very quickly on our way. Simon met the group on arrival and briefed everybody on the 

journey and the coming week. Soon we were out of the airport area and cruising through Seville, heading 

towards El Rocio, although not before we spotted Monk Parakeets noisily cruising through the sunny blue skies. 

 

Once out of the city confines we soon saw our first White Storks standing like sentinels upon telegraph poles 

and pylons. We also observed several Common Buzzards and Common Kestrels en route. It wasn’t long before 

we started to enter the area of the Natural Park and here we got our first glimpses of Iberian Magpies before 

arriving into the ‘wild west’ town of El Rocio - much like a scene from the famous television western ‘Bonanza’!  

We travelled through the sandy streets, tipping our hats to the local horsemen and women, before arriving at our 

delightful hotel overlooking the lagoon. After very welcome refreshments of local cheese and juices from the 

hotel, we checked in to our hotel rooms and readied ourselves for our first real experience of the magic of 

Doñana. 

 

After a bit of down-time to unpack and polish optics, we assembled lagoon-side and soon were speedily picking 

out new species. Greater Flamingoes were the dominant eye-catchers whilst Black-winged Stilts filled both the 

aural and visual senses. Spotless Starlings adorned rooftops and one took to impersonating a Eurasian Golden 

Oriole! Looking over the lagoon, it was very apparent that this was an ornithological goldmine! Layers of species 
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in vast numbers were to be observed. Eurasian Spoonbills sifted the water whilst Glossy Ibis refracted sunlight 

into our optics! A Western Swamphen gave its nasal calls and quickly dashed between the reeds, and there were 

layers upon layers of dabbling ducks, including Northern Shoveler, Mallard, Northern Pintail, Gadwall and 

Eurasian Teal - we attempted a guess at numbers but alas our log only recorded a fraction of what was to be 

counted here. Mark had scanned through many rafts of these birds and was rewarded with finding a single Black-

necked Grebe which, busily diving, provided a challenge for others to locate. 

 

Only looking out over the lagoon is a big mistake, and you should always check the reeds! We found the reedbed 

to be literally dripping with over-wintering Common Chiffchaffs: maybe one of them was singing in your garden 

or local park last spring? Amongst the huge biomass of these charming little Phylloscopus warblers were some top-

quality passerines: a stunning White-spotted Bluethroat and two Penduline Tits. 

 

We also saw some Red Deer across on the far bank, but knowing which way to look at the myriad of natural 

delights was proving to be difficult! We returned to the hotel and readied ourselves for our evening meal and a 

relaxing review of the day. 

Day 2 Tuesday 23rd January 

Some of us started early, looking over the lagoon, but most decided to take a leisurely breakfast before starting 

on our adventures today. 

 

We drove to the area of rice fields at Isla Mayor. It wasn’t long before we made a quick stop by a roadside field 

and a wet ditch. In it, we observed Green Sandpipers and two over-wintering Black Storks - not a common sight 

for this time of year. We enjoyed telescope views of the Black Storks and discussed their conservation status in 

Europe. We were delighted to see this rare stork, and we also had views of an immature Black-crowned Night 

Heron which flew out right in front of us. 

 

Soon the busy buzzing of Common Waxbills could be heard and we got some brief views of this introduced but 

charming species. Also the “zitting” of a Zitting Cisticola could be heard and we obtained our first views of this 

tiny but noisy bird, the only representative of its genus to be found in Europe. For the next half an hour we tried 

to get to grips with the pronunciation of its name and we had a good giggle at doing so, however Sue was 

convinced that Simon was making it all up! 

 

We drove about a kilometre down the road and here we found the first of the large concentrations of birds 

feeding out on the rice fields. This was truly magical as wading birds such as Black-tailed Godwit, Dunlin, Black-

winged Stilt, Green Sandpiper, Northern Lapwing, Ruff, Golden Plover and Common Snipe were abundant.   

We were surprised by two calling Wood Sandpipers but they gave only a brief encounter. We also found groups 

of Western Swamphens, and delighted as we compared Little, Cattle and Great Egrets alongside White Storks 

and Grey Herons. We also picked up a Short-eared Owl in flight as well as a Hen Harrier amongst the numerous 

Common Buzzards and Marsh Harriers. The stars of the morning however were two Black-winged Kites. Seen 

only distantly at first, we were eventually able to get much closer and get good views of them as they hunted. 

 

We all agreed that we had had a simply stunning morning’s birding, but it was drawing close to our lunchtime so 

we headed to the nearby Dehesa de Abajo. Along the approach road we had a superb encounter with a Eurasian 
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Hoopoe which perched on a post next to the minibus for us to observe this peculiar but delightful bird. We all 

agreed there really isn’t anything quite like a Eurasian Hoopoe! 

 

We took our first picnic lunch on the picnic benches next to the visitor centre, complete with coffee (or beer!) 

opportunities, and toilets, but the best perk was the bill-clapping White Storks all around our picnic site. The 

array of local meats and cheeses, and freshly-baked bread, was accompanied by a little local ‘vino’. Looking up, 

Simon spotted a Booted Eagle drifting over our picnic spot: a relatively unusual sighting at this time of year - 

although more of these birds are tending to overwinter now in Andalusia. 

 

The lagoon at Dehesa de Abajo was superb and we delighted in the number of Greater Flamingoes here. We 

challenged ourselves to count them because the pink was such a dominant force and a real sight to behold. We 

agreed on a number of no less than 2,300! Amongst the array of Common Pochards, we also delighted to spot 

Red-Crested Pochards, and Sue found a Wasp Spider. We were hopeful of views of a speciality here, but could 

not find the Marbled Duck that sometimes drifts in and out of the islands in front of the hides. We took the 

minibus down the side of the road to get a better angle for the light, and were immediately rewarded by four 

individuals looking like floating marbled cake! As we walked back to the vehicle, the grass heath was filled with 

Meadow Pipits and amongst them a single Yellow Wagtail was found; a welcome addition to the day’s avifauna. 

This was a great highlight to end on, so we made our way back to El Rocio in plenty of time to relax and review 

the day’s findings. 

Day 3 Wednesday 24th January 

Today we started slightly earlier to be in time for our tour with Doñana Nature into the interior areas of the 

Natural and National Parks of Doñana; off-limits to everyone else! Soon enough we were in the interior of 

Mediterranean Stone Pine and Cork Oak woodland, interspersed with Mastic bushes. Here we hoped to find the 

rarest of large cats, the Iberian Lynx. Searching for Iberian Lynx is never easy but with skilled local guides, being 

in the right place at the right time, and a huge chunk of luck, we may just be lucky.  

 

We immediately found the other special Iberian endemic in the form of the Iberian Magpies with their azure 

wings glowing and contrasting with their black caps in the early morning sunlight. We encountered many groups 

of Red Deer, one large group of which looked like an oil painting in the morning mist. 

 

As we came out of the forest to the mist-laden open areas, we could hear on the edge of the woodland a strange, 

distant call,  later revealed to be a calling female Iberian Lynx. Through the mist we found a Little Owl sitting on 

the outer ring of pulled Eucalyptus stumps. The stumps are placed here to encourage European Rabbits, the 

favoured prey of Iberian Lynx and Spanish Imperial Eagle. They certainly serve the park better in death than in 

life, as they were originally planted to dry out the wetland, but are now gradually being removed.  

 

As we travelled on the track to more open areas we encountered an unusual find of 16 Eurasian Dotterel, which 

we ‘scoped’ and enjoyed some great views. Moving further on, we stopped near the Valverde Centro de 

Visitantes, where wetland areas yielded great views of Western Swamphen. Groups of Greater Flamingo shone 

iridescent pink through the misty morning sunshine. We heard a Pin-tailed Sandgrouse go over and, amongst the 

nearby dehesa, we heard Dartford and Sardinian Warblers calling. Finally we were able to see both species, with 

two Dartford Warblers showing well. 
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We took a cup of coffee in the centre and looked out over the marshlands, watching Red-crested Pochard, 

Gadwalls and Mallards amongst Marsh Harriers and Western Swamphens. We returned along the track and, 

passing by the stumps once more, we were now able to see two Little Owls as the evaporating mist revealed 

another. A gorgeous Iberian Grey Shrike called and was viewable from the opposite side of the track. 

 

We headed back into El Rocio for our special lunch of a variety of local dishes, and too much to eat! After a 

siesta (for some), time to walk around the sandy streets of El Rocio, or simply more birding on the lagoon, we 

reconvened and were on our way once again into the interior. 

 

Again we searched for Iberian Lynx, as Crested Tits and Short-toed Treecreepers called in the trees around us.  

We saw plenty of potential prey as both European Rabbit and Red-legged Partridge were abundant, but sadly no 

Lynx! As we continued, we spotted a stunning and regal immature Spanish Imperial Eagle chilling out on a 

White Stork’s nest! On closer inspection with the telescope we were able to see all of its details and discuss 

identification features, as well as spot a second adult Spanish Imperial Eagle low down in the nest with just its 

head barely visible. 

 

A startling shout went up as we thought we may have found the sought-after mammal! The movement turned 

out to be three charging Wild Boar, which got our pulses racing and their antics were suitably enjoyed. Our guide 

Jose-Manuel had been searching so hard he had given himself a migraine, because he was so determined for us to 

see Lynx, but despite having all the right elements in place, the one thing we were missing was luck! However 

another adult Spanish Imperial Eagle, two unseasonal Short-toed Snake Eagles and a Peregrine Falcon in the 

Coto del Rey ensured we weren’t left too disappointed as we had a raptor-fest end to our excursions into the 

park. 

Day 4 Thursday 25th January 

This morning, once again, the mist was thick so we headed out into the nearby woodlands of Acebron. Here in 

amongst the wet woodland we were able to hear Cetti’s Warblers noisily singing, whilst amongst the swirling mist 

eight ghost-like Black-crowned Night Herons precariously perched at their daytime roost. 

 

Amongst the tangled branches we found Short-toed Treecreepers as well as the now ubiquitous Common 

Chiffchaffs, which seemingly occupied every tree and bush. Further round we were able to hear Crested Tits, and 

we had great views of a Common Firecrest.  The canopies of the Stone Pines were rippling with flitting 

Common Chiffchaffs and Long-tailed Tits. 

 

On the forest floor we found broomrape, and a Great Spotted Woodpecker alighted for us to see. As we steadily 

progressed through the woodland, an overwintering Wryneck gave its distinctive call but, alas, we could not find 

it visually. As we drove back over the heath we heard and briefly saw a Thekla Lark along the woodland edge. 

 

 Now it was time for our lunch, so we headed to the nearby Acebuche Heath and Visitors Centre. Here we took 

our picnic amongst the Stone Pines the hoards of Iberian Magpies. We were delighted to have them as picnic 

partners and observe their stunning azure and black caps, as well as hear them busily squabbling over our spilt 

bits of picnic. 
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We then headed to some nearby pools where we enjoyed going through some identification features of more 

easily-encountered species. First we got to grips with European Stonechat identification, and then we took it to 

another level with a Common Buzzard’s true identity being debated and discussed, before its true identity was 

eventually revealed. This provided great entertainment and we also had a great giggle too! Sometimes it’s 

important not to overlook the beauty in the everyday and we enjoyed some great views of two Little Grebes 

displaying and generally being rather cute! 

 

As we headed back to the minibus a White Stork bill-clapped loudly and we enjoyed watching it display, as up to 

three Common Firecrests gave us great views in the Wild Olives. Just as we were getting into the minibus the sun 

and blue skies we had been blessed with for most of the week failed us as it began to rain. As we headed back 

into El Rocio, we decided to visit the nearby SEO Visitors Centre for some shelter from the now heavy rain.  

Here, we enjoyed some close-up views of Black-winged Stilts, Eurasian Spoonbills and Greater Flamingoes 

before deciding it was time for a drink and some down-time before the log and our evening meal. 

Day 5 Friday 26th January 

Yesterday’s rain had dissipated and we awoke to a glorious morning of bright sunshine that provided a brilliant 

back-drop for our final views out over the lagoon. We saw close-up a White-spotted Bluethroat and two superb 

Penduline Tits, as light-refracting Glossy Ibis, sifting Eurasian Spoonbills, and the pinkest Greater Flamingoes 

gave us the greatest send off from Doñana - but not before the Spotless Starling had the last laugh, again 

imitating a Eurasian Golden Oriole! 

 

We made our way leisurely back to Seville and arrived at the airport in excellent time for flights home. 

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. 

Naturetrek Facebook 

We are delighted to launch the Naturetrek Facebook page so that participants of Naturetrek tours can remain in 

touch after the holiday and share photos, comments and future travel plans.  

 

Setting up a personal profile at  www.facebook.com is quick, free and easy. The Naturetrek Facebook page is 

now live; do please pay us a visit!  

 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Naturetrek-Wildlife-Holidays/9765181485
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Species Lists 

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

      January 

  Common name Scientific name 22 23 24 25 26 

1 Greylag Goose  Anser anser 70+    70+ 70+ 

2 Common Shelduck  Tadorna tadorna   2     2 

3 Gadwall  Mareca strepera   2 5+ 20+ 20 

4 Eurasian Wigeon  Mareca penelope     1     

5 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos      

6 Northern Shoveler  Spatula clypeata      

7 Northern Pintail  Anas acuta 40+   20+ 50+ 50+ 

8 Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca 10+   50+ 30+ 10+ 

9 Marbled Duck  Marmaronetta angustirostris   2+       

10 Red-crested Pochard  Netta rufina   50+ 10+     

11 Common Pochard  Aythya ferina   150+ 20+   10+ 

12 Ferruginous Duck  Aythya nyroca   4       

13 Red-legged Partridge  Alectoris rufa    2   

14 Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis 1 2 2 10+ 1 

15 Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps cristatus   5+     3 

16 Black-necked Grebe  Podiceps nigricollis 1         

17 Greater Flamingo  Phoenicopterus roseus c.250 2,300 450+ 300+ 300+ 

18 Black Stork  Ciconia nigra   2       

19 White Stork  Ciconia ciconia      

20 Glossy Ibis  Plegadis falcinellus 100+  200+ 80+ 200+ 

21 Eurasian Spoonbill  Platalea leucorodia 30+ 100+ 70+ 100+ 50+ 

22 Black-crowned Night Heron  Nycticorax nycticorax   2   8   

23 Western Cattle Egret  Bubulcus ibis      

24 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea      

25 Great Egret  Ardea alba 2 6+ 2+ 1 1 

26 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta 3+ 20+ 10+ 6 10+ 

27 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo    2+ 4 

28 Black-winged Kite  Elanus caeruleus   2       

29 Short-toed Snake Eagle  Circaetus gallicus     2     

30 Booted Eagle  Hieraaetus pennatus   1       

31 Spanish Imperial Eagle  Aquila adalberti     3     

32 Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus   1 2 1   

33 Western Marsh Harrier  Circus aeruginosus 10+ 50+ 15+ 10+ 3 

34 Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus   1 1     

35 Red Kite  Milvus milvus   2 5+ 1 2 

36 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo      

37 Common Crane Grus grus     3     

38 Water Rail  Rallus aquaticus     1     

39 Western Swamphen  Porphyrio porphyrio 2 15+ 30+ 1 1 

40 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus    5+ 2 

41 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra      

42 Black-winged Stilt  Himantopus himantopus 20+ 70+ 80+ 70+ 40+ 

43 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus 20+ 100+  20+ 10+ 

44 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago 30+ 50+   30+ 

45 Black-tailed Godwit  Limosa limosa 100+ 40+ 150+ 200+ 150+ 

46 Common Greenshank  Tringa nebularia   2 3   1 

47 Green Sandpiper  Tringa ochropus 4+ 10+ 10+ 3 1 
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      January 

  Common name Scientific name 22 23 24 25 26 

48 Wood Sandpiper  Tringa glareola   2       

49 Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos 1         

50 Dunlin  Calidris alpina          

51 Eurasian Dotterel Charadrius morinellus     16     

52 Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria   200+       

53 Ruff  Calidris pugnax 2 10+       

54 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus 10+   1 1 

55 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus 1+   1 1 

56 Pin-tailed Sandgrouse  Pterocles alchata     1     

57 Rock Dove  Columba livia      

58 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus 1+ 10+  50+  

59 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto      

60 Monk Parakeet  Myiopsitta monachus 2       1 

61 Short-eared Owl Asio flammeus   1       

62 Little Owl  Athene noctua     2     

63 Common Kingfisher  Alcedo atthis 1 3+ 1+ 1 1 

64 Eurasian Hoopoe  Upupa epops   1 8+ 1 2 

65 Eurasian Wryneck  Jynx torquilla       1   

66 Great Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos major       2   

67 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus 20+ 10+    

68 Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus     1     

69 Iberian Grey Shrike  Lanius meridionalis     1 1   

70 Iberian Magpie  Cyanopica cooki 20+ 50+    

71 Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica      

72 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula      

73 Northern Raven  Corvus corax 4 2 4+ 4   

74 European Crested Tit  Lophophanes cristatus     1 10+   

75 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus       3 1 

76 Great Tit  Parus major   1 20+ 10+   

77 Eurasian Penduline Tit  Remiz pendulinus 2 2   2 2 

78 Thekla Lark Galerida theklae        1   

79 Crested Lark  Galerida cristata    2+ 10+ 

80 Calandra Lark  Melanocorypha calandra     30+     

81 Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica         1 

82 Eurasian Crag Martin  Ptyonoprogne rupestris     1   10 

83 Common House Martin  Delichon urbicum 2         

84 Cetti's Warbler  Cettia cetti 3 5 10+ c.15 3 

85 Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus     20+ 20+   

86 Common Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita      

87 Zitting Cisticola  Cisticola juncidis   3 2   1 

88 Eurasian Blackcap  Sylvia atricapilla   5 3   1 

89 Dartford Warbler  Sylvia undata     2 1   

90 Sardinian Warbler  Sylvia melanocephala 1 3 3+ c.5 2 

91 Common Firecrest  Regulus ignicapilla       3   

92 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes       2 1 

93 Eurasian Nuthatch  Sitta europaea       1   

94 Short-toed Treecreeper  Certhia brachydactyla     5+ 10+   

95 Spotless Starling  Sturnus unicolor      

96 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula   1 10+ 5+ 2 

97 Song Thrush Turdus philomelos   1 2     

98 Mistle Thrush  Turdus viscivorus   2       
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      January 

  Common name Scientific name 22 23 24 25 26 

99 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula 2+ 10+  20+ 4 

100 White-spotted Bluethroat Luscinia svecica 2+ 1 1   1 

101 Black Redstart  Phoenicurus ochruros     5 c.10 3 

102 European Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola      

103 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus      

104 Common Waxbill  Estrilda astrild   2   16   

105 Dunnock  Prunella modularis     2     

106 Yellow Wagtail  Motacilla flava   1       

107 White Wagtail  Motacilla alba      

108 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis      

109 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs     1 20+  

110 Hawfinch  Coccothraustes coccothraustes       1   

111 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris   1 5+ 8   

112 Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina   10+ 20+     

113 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis      

114 Eurasian Siskin Spinus spinus 1   4 1   

115 European Serin  Serinus serinus   20+  20+  

116 Common Reed Bunting  Emberiza schoeniclus   1     1 

117 Corn Bunting  Emberiza calandra   50+ 40+     

Mammals             

1 Red Deer Cervus elaphus 5        

2 Brown Rat Rattus norvegicus   1       

3 Wild Boar Sus scrofa     3     

4 Iberian Hare Lepus granatensis     2     

5 European Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus         

Butterflies             

1 Clouded Yellow Colias croceus   1      

2 Long-tailed Blue Lampides boeticus 1         

3 Small White Pieris rapae          

4 Small Tortoishell Aglais urticae          

Other insects             

1 Wasp Spider Argiope bruennichi   1       

Amphibians             

1 Iberian Pond Frog Rana iberica          

2 Meditterenean Tree Frog Hyla meridionalis          

 


