
Spain - Extremadura in Winter 

Naturetrek Tour Report 17 - 23 November 20101 
 

 

 

 Naturetrek Cheriton Mill Cheriton Alresford Hampshire SO24 0NG England  

 T: +44 (0)1962 733051  F: +44 (0)1962 736426  

 E: info@naturetrek.co.uk  W: www.naturetrek.co.uk  
 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Report & images compiled by David Morris 

 

Corn Bunting Red Avadavat 

Griffon Vulture Great Bustard 



Tour Report  Spain - Extremadura in Winter 

 

 

© Naturetrek     December 11 1 
 

Tour Leaders:   David Morris 

    Simon Tonkin 

 

Participants:   Ian Currie 

    Pauline Davis 

    Alison Higgins 

    Richard Brown 

    Linda Brown 

    Ron Brown 

    Molly Brown 

    Jane Hodges 

    Robert Badcock 

    Richard Townsend 

    Mike Grimshaw 

Day 1 Wednesday 16th November 

Sunny and cool 

Having boarded our morning flight from London, we arrived in sunny Madrid and made our way through the 

modern airport building before picking up our mini bus and driving west. We made our way through the vast 

Spanish agricultural landscape before entering the rolling dehesa of Extremadura as the light was quickly dwindling 

by late afternoon.  

 

We pulled off the main road to explore a small valley about 45km from our hotel, lit by the setting evening sun, we 

found Azure-winged Magpie, Corn Bunting, Sardinian Warbler and Spotless Starling. An obliging Wild Boar 

foraged by the roadside as Red and Fallow Deer grazed under the Holm Oaks. As the sun started to set we 

positioned ourselves in a rocky gorge finding a number of Black and Griffon Vultures roosting on the crags and 

nearby trees allowing us to appreciate their size and differentiate between the two species. A deep “oo-hu” call 

emanated from the cliff face giving away the presence of a large spectacular predator, a quick scan with the scope 

soon located the culprit – a magnificent Eagle Owl with staring amber eyes and distinctive ear tufts. Further study 

of the rock located a second bird that soon departed from its roost and glided effortlessly over our heads to the 

other side of the valley leaving its mate calling from its perch. As darkness quickly descended we moved on to our 

comfortable hotel to enjoy a traditional meal and wine and reminisce over a great start to the trip.   

Day 2 Thursday 17th November 

Sunny and warm 

A bright and sunny morning greeted us on our first full day in Extremadura, so after breakfast we headed north en-

route to Monfrague National Park. The journey took us through rolling dehessa which was full of winter bird life. 

Large parties of Azure-winged Magpies were evident as were the numerous Iberian Grey Shrike on the roadside 

wires.  
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A stop at the Rio Almonte added Blue Rock Thrush, Crag Martin and Crested Lark but the highlight was a family 

party of otters playing in the water under the road bridge, oblivious to our nearby presence. We headed further 

north towards the national park, but took a slight detour into the dehessa to try and find one of the region’s most 

charismatic birds, Spanish Imperial Eagle. We located the vast nest high on nearby pylons but unfortunately after 

much searching we drew a blank and moved on to the heart of the national park. 

 

Arriving at the Pennfalcon Rock in Monfrague we were treated to a vulture spectacle with squadrons of Griffons 

coming in and out of the cliffs and flying above us along with the occasional massive Black Vulture. Blue Rock 

Thrushes posed on the boulders whilst Black Redstart and numerous Blackcaps flitted around below us. We 

enjoyed a picnic lunch below the castle before ascending the steps to give breath-taking views over the park with 

vultures flying at eye level.  

 

As the afternoon progressed we explored further into the park seeing more flocks of Azure-winged Magpie, 

Sardinian Warbler and Hoopoe in the dehessa and further vultures plus passing flocks of Common Crane 

overhead. As the afternoon sun started to fade we detoured back to the Spanish Imperial Eagle site for one last try, 

unfortunately not finding them again but we were treat to dust bathing Hoopoes and a group of confiding 

Firecrest. 

Day 3 Friday 18th November 

Warm with a cloudy start and sunny afternoon 

After breakfast we headed south towards the fertile plains of Madrigalejo and Zorita, calling en-route on a patch of 

steppe and farmland near Campo Lugar. As we drove through the varied farmed habitats flocks of Lapwing, 

Spanish Sparrow and Corn Bunting were apparent including an obvious white leucistic Corn Bunting perched on a 

roadside fence. Upon entering the stony arid steppe we soon located 10 stately Great bustards and further on down 

the road we encountered a flock of 114 Little Bustard at either side of the minibus.  

 

From this fragmented area of steppe we moved on to the nearby dam at the Embalse de Sierra Brava that give us 

views over the large expanse of water. Huge rafts of thousands of wintering wildfowl were present at the lake, 

including Gadwall, Mallard, Wigeon, Pintail and Shoveler. In addition, Great Crested Grebe and coot were 

numerous, as were Greylag Geese with skeins of hundreds moving out to feed in the harvested rice paddies and 

maize fields. As we moved on around the lake, large flocks of Spanish Sparrows foraged in the adjacent fields along 

with Crested Lark and quartering Hen and Marsh Harriers. Numerous Hoopoes and Iberian Grey Shrikes perched 

on the fencing along with large numbers of foraging Corn Buntings.  

 

After moving away from the lake we discovered Dartford Warbler in a patch of roadside scrub as we headed 

towards the fertile rice and maze fields below the dam that were occupied by flocks of feeding cranes along with 

Cattle Egret, Squacco Heron and a lone Black Stork. Red Avadavat, Waxbill, Fan-tailed Warbler and a stunning 

Bluethroat were all added to the days species list. After lunch we moved on to explore other areas of nearby 

flooded stubble fields seeing huge flocks of Spanish Sparrow and masses of feeding cranes. As sunset approached 

we positioned ourselves on an elevated position in the fields and watched the spectacle of thousands of bugling 

cranes coming in from all points on the horizon, assembling in adjacent fields before moving on to a nearby roost. 

It was a truly awe inspiring evening to finish of a fantastic winters day birding in Extremadura.  
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Day 4 Saturday 19th November 

Cool with rain most of the day 

Today we awoke to low cloud and heavy rain as predicted by the forecast. We set off nevertheless en-route to 

Almaraz to explore the Embalse de Arrocampo. We explored the reserve at Arrocampo finding several Purple 

Swamphens clambering about in the reeds. Cetti’s Warbler called in the reeds and a smart Penduline Tit was feeding 

on a bulrush head in front of the hide allowing us to observe its black highwayman’s mask.  Marsh Harriers hunted 

over the wetlands and a lone Squacco Heron jumped up briefly out of the reedbed. As the drizzle continued we still 

managed to find a stunning hunting Black-shouldered Kite that was hovering over some nearby vegetation, before 

it flew up and perched on a telegraph pole allowing us to view it in the scopes at close range. As the rain set in we 

headed off back to the hotel to enjoy a sheltered picnic lunch and coffees. 

 

After lunch some of the group elected to visit the historic town of Trujillo for the afternoon to see the castle and 

the magnificent Plaza Mayor with a grand statue of the conquistador Pizzarro. The rest of the group went for an 

exploration of the nearby Belen Plains. Lapwing, Corn Bunting, Skylark, Crested Lark, Calandra Lark and Stonechat 

were numerous. Careful observation through the driving rain picked out a group of 7 Great Bustard and a small 

flock of 22 Little Bustard feeding out on the steppe. We returned back to our cosy rural hotel to a warming log fire 

and a tasty traditional evening meal. 

Day 5 Sunday 20th November 

Mild with cloudy start and sunny afternoon 

Today we headed north to explore the areas of steppe to the north west of Trujillo near the village of Sta Marta de 

Magasca. After picking up fresh bread from the local bakery we headed out into the rolling Holm Oak dehessa, 

where Azure-winged Magpies, Hoopoe and Iberian Grey Shrike were numerous. As the dehesa opened up to 

steppe we found Crested and Thekla Lark plus our first group of Great Bustard for the day. We explored a wide 

open track on foot that lead out on to the plains where the activity of local hunters had pushed the birds in our 

direction. Several flocks of Great Bustard passed overhead before congregating on a nearby ridge. The distinct calls 

of Black-bellied Sandgrouse alerted us to the presence of birds passing overhead, with careful scanning of the 

steppe grassland, we located a number of birds at fairly close range in the adjacent pasture allowing to appreciate 

their black bellies and orange chin markings. Further down the field we found a small party of feeding Little 

Bustard, a number of Golden Plover in with the vast Lapwing flocks and a hunting Merlin. Our exploration of this 

area was concluded with the superb site of 53 Pin-tailed Sandgrouse flying overhead. 

 

Lunch was enjoyed in a valley by the Rio Magasca where we saw Black Redstart, Blue Rock Thrush and Kingfisher 

as roving Griffon and Black Vultures soared overhead. Some members of the group managed a brief glimpse of a 

passing Bonelli’s Eagle. After lunch we called off at the nearby Rio Almonte before making our way via the dehesa 

to have another try for Spanish Imperial Eagle in the vicinity of their massive nest. Unfortunately luck was not with 

us again so we headed back to our rural hotel, taking in the magnificent sunset on our way past Trujillo. 
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Day 6 Monday 21st November 

Mild with sun and cloud. Rain early evening 

On our final full day in Extremadura we decided to go east and explore the nearby Sierra Villuercas mountain 

range. We started off, travelling via Belen plain finding Great Bustard and several flocks of mixed Spanish and Rock 

Sparrow before the low lying morning fog in the valley bottom made birding difficult. Upon rising out of the fog 

on the eastern edge of the steppe we found a flock of Black and Griffon Vultures perched down on the ground.  

 

We moved on and started to enter rolling dehesa with its Hoopoes and flocks of Azure-winged Magpies as we 

gradually climbed in altitude. A brief and picturesque stop alongside the Rio Almonte discovered Great White Egret 

but unfortunately no Black Wheatear as we had hoped. A further stop by the Rio Ibor gave us good views of 

Griffon Vultures on the rugged cliffs and Cirl Bunting in the scrubby hillsides then we pressed on for the hilltop 

village of Cabanas del Castillo. The village is perched high up on a granite ridge with commanding views to the 

horizon and a small castle at the very top of the rock behind. Some of the group elected to go to the top to search 

for Alpine Accentor while the remainder explored the village’s cork oak woodlands and olive groves. Our stop 

added Crested Tit, Firecrest and Raven. For lunch we headed back down to the Rio Ibor where we found a 

stunning praying mantis that posed for a photograph on Simon’s head. 

 

After our leisurely lunch we headed over into the next valley en-route to the pico at 1600m. The stunning views 

continued and were enhanced by the rich autumn colours of the horse chestnut and cherry trees that cloaked the 

lower slopes of the valley. Before ascending to the summit we noted a couple of large Aquilla eagles circling above a 

near ridge, upon checking them in closer detail they turned out to be Golden Eagle, a nice spot but not Spanish 

Imperial as we had hoped for. Nevertheless, they performed well and enabled us to notice the diagnostic features of 

the species in flight. We took a tight windy concrete road from the valley bottom to the old army base at the top of 

the jagged peaks and near the end of the road a small group of Alpine Accentor flitted up off the roadside rocks 

and disappeared over the edge, unfortunately only to be viewed by a few in the lead bus. Frantic searching at the 

top only gave a fleeting glimpse of one other Accentor, most unlike their normal confiding nature. With the cloud 

closing in and temperature dropping it didn’t help our cause only locating a couple of Blue Rock Thrush and a 

number of Black Redstart so we descended down the other side via the town of Guadeloupe with its impressive 

mountain monastery.  

 

From the Villuercas mountains we headed out to Moheda Alta to observe the impressive evening crane roost. The 

rice fields around held good numbers of feeding cranes giving us another view of these elegant birds. As we arrived 

at the roost area the descending cloud from the nearby hills had manifested into a large storm that brought us heavy 

rain and rapidly dwindling light. Having had a superb day in the mountains we headed and watched some of the 

cranes come to roost, we called it a night and headed back to Vina Las Torres for our last enjoyable meal of the 

week. 

Day 7 Tuesday 22nd November 

Sunny and cool 

On our final morning we enjoyed our last breakfast before loading the vans and saying our goodbye’s to our hosts 

Juan Pedro and Belen.  
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On the drive to the airport we observed Azure-winged Magpie, Black Vulture, White Stork and numerous 

Hoopoes. We arrived at Madrid airport in plenty of time before getting our flight back to the UK where we all said 

farewell at arrivals before continuing our journeys back 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 List 

Birds   (H = heard only) 

      November 

  Common name Scientific name 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 

1 Great Crested Grebe    Podiceps cristatus      12      

2 Little Grebe    Tachybaptus ruficollis  1 1 6    

3 Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo  6 6 30+ 18   

4 Squacco Heron    Ardeola ralloides   3 1    

5 Great White Egret Egretta alba     1 2  

6 Cattle Egret    Bubulcus ibis 50+  300+ 100+ 1 60+ 30+ 

7 Little Egret    Egretta garzetta   40+  1 10+  

8 Grey Heron    Ardea cinerea  2 30+ 20+ 15+ 10+ 2 

9 White Stork    Ciconia ciconia 1  8+   1 1 

10 Black Stork Ciconia nigra   1     

11 Greylag Anser anser   200+   400+  

12 Mallard    Anas platyrhynchos    500 2 50+   

13 Gadwall Anas strepera   350+     

14 Wigeon Anas penelope   300+     

15 Pintail Anas acuta   50+     

16 Shoveler Anas clypeata   150+     

17 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca     6   

18 Black-shouldered Kite    Elanus caeruleus 2   2    

19 Black Kite Milvis migrans  1      

20 Red Kite Milvus milvus 2 2 11 6 10 7  

21 Griffon Vulture Gyps fulvus 30+ 150+ 5  70+ 70+ 15 

22 Black Vulture Aegypius monachus 5 15   2 4 1 

23 Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus   3   1  

24 Marsh Harrier    Circus aeruginosus   20+ 6  6  

25 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus 1 2    3  

26 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo 1 2 10+ 20+ 6 3 2 

27 Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos      2  

28 Bonelli’s Eagle Hieraaetus fasciatus     1   

29 Kestrel    Falco tinnunculus  2 12 5+ 2 2 10+ 

30 Merlin Falco columbarius    1 1   

31 Red-legged Partridge Alectoris rufa  20+ 10  6   

32 Water Rail Rallus aqaticus   H 2H    

33 Moorhen    Gallinula chloropus   3 10    

34 Coot    Fulica atra   200+ 20+    

35 Purple Swamphen Porphyrio porphyrio    6    

36 Common Crane Grus grus 6 20+ 10000+ 4 39 500+ 30 

37 Little Bustard Tetrax tetrax   114 22 19   

38 Great Bustard Otis tarda   10+ 7 70 11  

39 European Golden Plover    Pluvialis apricaria   1  26   

40 Lapwing Vanellus vanellus  30+ 500+ 200+ 1000+ 200+ 150+ 

41 Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata   2     

42 Greenshank Tringa nebularia   H  1   

43 Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos   1  2   

44 Green Sandpiper Tringa ochropus  1 15+  2 2  

45 Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago  1 10 1  1  

46 Black-headed Gull    Larus ridibundus   200+ 50+ 30 50+  

47 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus   30+  2 20+  
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      November 

  Common name Scientific name 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 

48 Black-bellied Sandgrouse Pterocles orientalis     11   

49 Pin-tailed Sandgrouse    Pterocles alchata     53   

50 Feral/Rock Dove Columba livia        

51 Woodpigeon Columba palumbus        

52 Collared Dove    Streptopelia decaocto        

53 Little Owl Athene noctua     1 2H 2H 

54 Eurasian Eagle Owl Bubo bubo 2       

55 Barn Owl Tyto alba 1     1  

56 Kingfisher Alcedo atthis  2 6+ 2 4 1  

57 Hoopoe    Upupa epops  10 40+ 20+ 18 17 10 

58 Grt-spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopus major  1    1  

59 Woodlark Lullula arborea  H    3  

60 Skylark Alauda arvensis   40+ 15 200+ 20+  

61 Crested Lark    Galerida cristata 30+ 30+ 150+ 150+ 700+ 100+ 20 

62 Thekla Lark    Galerida theklae     8   

63 Calandra Lark Melanocorypha calandra   100+ 40+ 550   

64 Barn Swallow Hirundo rusticola    1    

65 Crag Martin    Hirundoe rupestris  30+  50+ 50+ 30+ 8 

66 Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis  20+ 30 10 200+ 20+  

67 White Wagtail    Motacilla alba 6 20+      

68 Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea  2 2 2 2H 3 

69 Wren Troglodytes troglodytes  H H 4 6 3  

70 Alpine Accentor Prunella collaris      10  

71 European Robin Erithacus rubecula  10+ 10+ 4   4 

72 Black Redstart    Phoenicurus ochruros  10 10+ 4 20+ 31 2 

73 Bluethroat Luscinia svecica   1     

74 Stonechat Saxicola torquata 20+ 15+ 30+ 40+ 40+ 40+ 10+ 

75 Blue Rock Thrush    Monticola solitarius  4   2 6  

76 Blackbird    Turdus merula        

77 Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus     1 2  

78 Song Thrush Turdus philomelos  10+ 6 2 80+ 20+  

79 Redwing Turdus iliacus  10      

80 Cetti's Warbler    Cettia cetti  4H 10+     

81 Fan-tailed Warbler    Cisticola juncidis  1 15+ 4 6 1  

82 Dartford Warbler Sylvia undata  2  2   

83 Sardinian Warbler    Sylvia melanocephala  20+ H 2 4+ 9 1 

84 Blackcap    Sylvia atricapilla  15+ 3  80+ 20+  

85 Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita  10 20+ 30+ 100+ 50+  

86 Firecrest Regulus ignicapillus  6   2 1  

87 Crested Tit Lophophanes cristatus      8  

88 Blue Tit    Cytanistes caeruleus  6  1 20 10+  

89 Great Tit    Parus major  4 2 1 30+ 20+  

90 Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus   H   10+  

91 Eurasian Nuthatch Sitta europaea      2  

92 Short-toed Treecreeper Certhia brachydactyla  7    1H  

93 Penduline Tit Remiz pendulinus    2    

94 Iberian Grey Shrike    Lanius meridionalis  4 15+ 10+ 20 6 3 

95 Spotless Starling    Sturnus unicolor        

96 Jackdaw Corvus monedula  3 20 20 10+ 10+  

97 Jay Garrulus glandarius 1 2    3 2 

98 Magpie Pica pica        
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      November 

  Common name Scientific name 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 

99 Azure-winged Magpie Cyanopica cyana 20+ 150+ 160 2 40 30+ 10 

100 Raven    Corvus corax  3 4 2  2  

101 Carrion crow Corvus corone  2  10 2   

102 Spanish Sparrow Passer hispaniolensis   1000+ 300+ 100 300+  

103 House Sparrow    Passer domesticus        

104 Rock Sparrow Petronia petronia  2    8  

105 Chaffinch    Fringilla coelebs        

106 Hawfinch Coccothraustes coccothraustes  4    5  

107 Serin    Serinus serinus  25 50+  3 3  

108 Greenfinch    Carduelis chloris  4  2  10  

109 Goldfinch    Carduelis carduelis     300+ 200+ 20 

110 Common Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula  1      

111 Linnet    Carduelis cannabina  20+ 30 30+ 80+ 100+  

112 Rock Bunting    Emberiza cia      1  

113 Corn Bunting    Miliaria calandra 200 480 750+ 400+ 1000+ 400+ 100 

114 Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus   10+     

115 Red Avadavat Amandava amandava   30+     

116 Waxbill Estrilda astrild   60+     

 


