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Citril Finch  

Wallcreeper 
Birding amongst the snow! 
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    Philip Noad 
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    Gwen Evans 
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    Mike Wearing 

    Liz Jeanmaire  

    Helen Ingelbrecht 

    Jennifer Horn 

    Amy Horn-Norris 

    Mark Hill 

    Sara Evans 

Summary 

With easy-access valleys, wildlife, culture and food the Navarra region is a top location for wildlife lovers and it is 

quite a treat to be there in winter enjoying the magical end of the season… We enjoyed the wildlife, including 

our wished-for European Wildcat (Felis silvestris silvestris) and other Pyrenean and alpine species as Wallcreeper, 

and Bearded Vulture (Lammergeier), amongst others. We also enjoyed our great accommodation in Isaba. We 

were always looking in the right areas too. It seems with this elusive cat you either have to be very lucky or put in 

a lot of time to get the sightings we had and it seems we did both! Our efforts were greatly rewarded and we had 

a truly incredible encounter with this mystical feline! 

Day 1 Sunday 10th March  

Heathrow – Bilbao – Isaba  

Weather: Overcast and showers. 

We left a wet England in order to arrive to Bilbao in time and ready to start our drive towards the Navarra 

Pyrenees. Julian and I got our vans sorted and we made our way out of the Bilbao area heading east. The drive 

was planned to be a direct one to Isaba, making a ‘stretching’ stop on the way; and a few birds were spotted 

along the way such as Red and Black Kites, Common Buzzards, Eurasian Kestrel, and White Stork, amongst 

others. After approximately two hours, we made a stop at the impressive Foz de Arbayun, a deep gorge located 

near Navascues by the River Salazar. The gorge offered fantastic views of the whole valley including the mighty 

Pyrenees in the short distance; we had great views of Griffon Vultures from the main mirador, plus a pair of 

Egyptian Vultures, certainly early arrivals as they were ready to breed. 
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We continued our drive into Burgui and passed the valley of El Roncal, until we finally arrived at the village of 

Isaba where we checked in our nice hotel Metsola and had our first delicious local dinner at Meson Tapia. 

Day 2 Monday 11th March  

Belagua Valley – Paso e San Martin 

Weather: Very cold and showers 

We had a good breakfast and were all excited in order to start our first day of excursions in the Navarra 

Pyrenees. We left Isaba heading north into the Belagua Valley admiring the winter snowy-white landscape which 

dominated the whole area. A group of birds were seen here, ranging between winter visitors and residents such 

as Redwing, Serin, Mistle and Song Thrushes, Grey and White Wagtails, Cirl Bunting and Yellowhammer. It was 

slightly wet at times as we continued our drive gaining altitude from the 950 metres of Belagua to nearly 2,000 

metres on the way up to El Paso de San Martin. We made a couple of stops on the way where we saw Red 

Crossbill and the most sought after White-winged Snowfinch. We saw both species very well, together with 

Alpine Choughs and some Griffon Vultures; all these right over the border with France. It was time for a hot 

drink and warm up, so we drove down to 1,700 metres where a small sky station is located, in order to have a hot 

drink and use the facilities. 

 

After this break, we continued driving down to a nice viewpoint which overlooked the whole Belagua Valley at 

1,500 metres. The overcast weather didn’t seem to improve; although surprisingly, some raptors managed to drift 

on a thin thermal which kept them going in the air; Griffon Vultures and an enormous group of migrating Black 

Kites were seen in the mid-distance, followed by a very large group of migrating Common Cranes heading north 

through the Pyrenees in terrible weather conditions, brave birds!! Lunch time was close, so we drove down the 

bottom of the valley and had a picnic-style lunch in a lovely and cosy mountain cabaña. This was such a treat for 

everyone as the morning was cold! 

 

After enjoying lunch, the weather improved a little, so it was time to keep exploring the heart of the valley, and 

precisely the area known as Arrako. Just when we were approaching there, a young Wild Boar was spotted from 

the main road; he was very relaxed feeding around the field. Not far from away, a Red Fox was spotted walking 

around with a second one. All of a sudden, something else was moving from the far end of the meadow, and yes, 

it was a nice female Wildcat! She was sat for some moments and also walked along the meadow at times, giving 

us the chance to see her very well and in detail through our binoculars and scopes...what a great finding!! We 

enjoyed watching this feline for nearly fifteen minutes when a heavy rain covered the whole valley and so we 

drove back to Isaba, very happy and satisfied after our productive day. We arrived at the village and had a good 

break before gathering together again at Meson Tapia to enjoy dinner.  

 

Day 3 Tuesday 12th March 

Zuriza Valley – Fago – Zuriza (Linza) (Belabarze) – Isaba  

Weather: Overcast in the morning; dry and nice in the afternoon. 

We enjoyed another delicious local breakfast at Meson Tapia and the hot drinks served us well as Isaba was all 

covered in snow!  
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Once ready, we set off out of Isaba heading north and then diverting onto a small tarmac road which takes to the 

valley of Zuriza (Linza in Basque). The road was partially covered with light snow and the meadows were entirely 

covered by more snow, with some patches of green but flooded with water from the melting snow; which was 

good for many finches which were active in a large flock. Brambling, Redwing, Chaffinch and Mistle Thrush 

were also feeding and moving around the snowy landscape. We carried on driving but not much further as the 

snow became thicker along the upper road, so we drove back to the main road deciding to make the loop of the 

valley from the other end. A female Black Woodpecker crossed the road in front of us. Julian and I tried to find 

out whether he stopped on a tree nearby, but we couldn’t see anything. We continued driving through the 

Roncal Valley, diverting into Garde where we stopped for a hot drink and facilities, and had the extra bonus of 

an active pair of White-throated Dipper, seen along the ford of the village.  

 

By this time, the weather seemed to be improving as the sun was trying to break through the clouds, so we 

carried on driving into the valley of Fago, passing through the village to a lovely part of the road where broken 

cliffs and limestone walls suggested that Wallcreeper may be wintering there, but nothing was found apart from 

some cold-looking Griffon Vultures. The morning became sunny as we drove a short distance along the road to 

a point well known to us as the current territory of Golden Eagle. We carefully scanned the crags and impressive 

rocky walls in search of this emblematic raptor until our efforts were paid off: Two Golden Eagles were seen 

along the edge of the massive crag in front of us, one was calling out while its partner was sat at the nest looking 

after the eggs; it was magnificent! We saw them flying more than once and repeatedly soaring over the area, 

together with some Griffon Vultures.  

 

We walked along the road keeping an eye on the sky and hilltops, arriving to our beautiful picnic spot – a 

cracking located mirador right on the roadside – which overlooked the whole valley. In despite of a light shower, 

the sun was shining at last giving us good views of the blue sky and of the many birds crossing around, such as 

Great Cormorants, Red-billed Choughs and a displaying pair of Peregrine Falcons. Julian and I brought up the 

vans with all the goods to this nice picnic site, setting up a good spread the whole group enjoyed lots! And after 

having good views of a handsome Firecrest, we started to drive back up while and heading north again in order 

to make the loop of the Zuriza Valley by going through the village of Anso. We made two unexpected stops as 

we found a pair of Citrine Finch and, later and not far from that point, a lovely pair of Bearded Vultures 

(Lammergeier) soaring the valley right above us. We had wonderful views of this wonderful vulture! 

 

Once we passed Anso, the road became narrower and deeper with tall rocky walls cut through by the road, and 

another unexpected bird took us while driving for surprise…a Wallcreeper was seen crossing the road from right 

to left making us stop to enjoy fantastic views of this lovely and unusual little bird that we all enjoyed so much, 

filming and photographing it while she was eating up and down the crag, fabulous!! After this enjoyment, we 

finally arrived to the heart of Zuriza and to the actual refuge of Linza, where we checked the snow-covered fir 

trees for Black Woodpecker but they were no signs of this mysterious bird. We found a hard-to-spot group of 

Chamois in the far side of the snowy mountain spotted by Julian.  

 

As it was getting cold and the afternoon was hitting its end, we commenced our drive back to Isaba – via 

Belagua Valley – and, more shocking surprises - just as we hit the area known as Belabarze, a beautiful male 

Wildcat was spotted by the first van, making us stop straight away to enjoy a fantastic – and very close – 

encounter with a good-sized male Wildcat, amazing!!  
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He walked along the edge of the forest very confidently, spraying at bushes a few times; trying to tell us who’s 

the boss in this patch!. We had just stunning views of our target mammal! We spent the last hours of light 

enjoying this feline until he finally vanished within the forest, leaving us very happy and ready to go back home 

to celebrate after such an amazing sighting!     

Day 4 Wednesday 13th March  

Foz de Lumbier – Foz de Arbayun (Arbaiun) 

Weather: Very cold with snow! 

It was a day marked by the negative weather predictions, as the forecast showed a storm coming over the 

Pyrenees which was supposed to affect our area. Having heard that, we drove up down south in order to explore 

lower valleys, precisely the Foz de Lumbier and Arbaiun. But the bad weather seemed to be very consistent and 

it was cold and stormy at our arrival to Lumbier. Despite the adverse weather conditions we decided to carry on 

with the plan and walk the old-rail trail. Griffon Vultures, Peregrine Falcon, Egyptian Vultures (just arrived and 

in nest!) and Red-billed Chough were seen along the trail after the first tunnel, and we started to walk back 

towards the car park when a fantastic Wallcreeper was spotted moving actively on the rocky walls between the 

tunnel entrance and the river. Once again we were lucky enough to see this lovely bird and watched him moving 

and feeding amongst the crags, and this time it was for over half of an hour...terrific!! After this it was time to 

warm up and eat some food indoors in one of the local bars which we enjoyed a lot, especially after a tough 

morning in the field, so well done group! 

 

The weather was still harsh after lunch and with generally bad weather in the whole Navarra (and rest of Spain!). 

So we decided to start our drive heading home, but made a final stop at la Foz de Arbaiun, merely to enjoy the 

spectacular views of this impressive gorge covered in snow! And it was really beautiful, the trees, the crags and 

rocky walls, all snowy white and well contrasted with the green of the conifers, non-deciduous scrub and the 

River Salazar at the bottom, very nice indeed! More Egyptian and Griffon Vultures were seen from this point; 

but an unexpected surprise was delivered by a Bonelli’s Eagle spotted just when we were about to leave this 

wonderful spot. We saw it flying and drifting along the snowy ridge and finally perching on a pine right on the 

other side of the gorge from where we were. It was hard to see it clearly as the murky conditions were a problem, 

but we had good views of this rare eagle while flying and glimpses of it when perched, a great finale! After this, 

we headed back to Isaba taking a little break before gathering together again for dinner. Once again, our 

restaurant Meson Tapia offered excellent local food!   

 

Day 5 Thursday 14th March 

Belagua Valley (Arrako) – Burgui – River Esca – Arrako. 

Weather: Snowy in the morning, sunny but chilly in the afternoon 

After another good breakfast, we were ready to start our day again full of energy and prepared for the very tough 

conditions out there! We jumped on our vans and drove once again to Belagua Valley, hoping for a better 

weather situation but the snow was covering the whole valley. We had a short but exciting walk around Arrako, 

finding a very nice Short-toed Treecreeper, and also Coal Tit and Hawfinch.  
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As the weather conditions got worse, we decided to leave the area and head down south to Roncal Valley, not 

realizing that one of our vans was stuck in the snow. We tried hard to pull it out when a very nice and helpful 

Basque fellow gave us a good tow using his heavy-duty truck! After enjoying (!) this adventurous moment we 

drove south to Roncal for a hot drink before continuing. After the break, we kept driving down south of the 

valley passing the village of Burgui, and not far for it, we stopped at a potential Lammergeier nesting area, but 

once again, the weather killed our plans. A final stop was made at the village of Burgui in order to watch a very 

nice European Kingfisher along the river, followed by a migrating group of Black Kites perched on the leafless 

Poplars along the river. 

 

Lunch time arrived, and this time we enjoyed our very last one indoors at Meson Tapia in Isaba. After lunch, we 

drove back to Burgui once again without any success as the snowfall continued, and drove until we found a 

sunny patch just by the main bridge of the River Esca between Burgui and Roncal. We parked the vans on a lay-

by and walk through the ridge on a public path which heads to Burgui through the forest and meadows. A single 

European Siskin was very obliging and passed by our feet hopping along the ground in a bizarre quest for food, 

understandable after the hard weather over the last two days. The sun was shining by now, and we made the 

most out of this fact by walking through the hillside and looking at the partially blue sky in search of birdlife. We 

stopped at a certain point overlooking an opposite hillside often used by Bearded Vultures. Several Griffon 

Vultures were soaring around the hill tops, together with Ravens, Red-billed Choughs and Red Kites. Suddenly, a 

single Lammergeier was spotted soaring right in front of us – you can get great results with perseverance and 

patience! Then, a Golden Eagle turned up from the eastern hill and flying along the skyline, mobbed by a 

Peregrine Falcon, and a good show was delivered by these two! After more time waiting, a second Lammergeier 

emerged from the upper hills and soared in front of us, well done, it was mission accomplished! 

 

Later on, some of us continued to Belagua, to the famous Arrako point, in case a snow-loving Wildcat decided to 

go out hunting. The whole area was covered by snow, making difficult hunting conditions but three Red Deer 

were spotted instead, before we gave up and drove back to Isaba. Everyone thoroughly enjoyed dinner back at 

Mason Tapia and we all celebrated with a few drinks. 

 

Day 6 Friday15th March  

Isaba – Bilabo airport 

Weather: Sunny and cold 

Our last morning was clear, sunny and beautiful; in fact, the contrast of colours: white snow covering the roads, 

mountains and valleys, greenish conifers, greyish crags, was fantastic to see altogether! We had a last breakfast 

together, sad to be leaving this gorgeous spot but also happy for what we had seen during the week! We set off 

from Isaba at 09:00 heading to Bilbao. As the day was sunny and the sky was blue, we made a stop at Las 

Coronas Pass (960 metres above the sea level) to admire the wonderful views of the Pyrenees and Sierra de Illón, 

both clear and covered in snow. We also had great views of Crested Tit in the pines around and we all finally 

enjoyed seeing this beautiful bird! We continued our journey on motorways, passing Pamplona and planning to 

make a birding stop at a good oak woodland on the way but we had to skip this plan as the access to the forest 

was shut due to the heavy snow that had fallen on the previous days. This gave us some extra time to stop at a 

motorway service for a break and a stretch, some took advantage of the stop to grab a cuppa, and even to watch 

some birds such as Crested Lark, Woodpigeon, White Wagtail, Red Kite, and others. 
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We arrived at Bilbao airport in time, checked in, went through security and enjoyed a snack before boarding our 

flight which arrived to London Heathrow. We collected our bags and wished the best to each other, and 

continued with our individual travel arrangements homes. We had shared a wonderful week in the Navarra 

Pyrenees with its wonderful valleys, culture and, of course, the great wildlife...and Wildcats!  

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 

Mammals ( =recorded not counted; h = heard only) 

      March 

  Common name Scientific name 10 11 12 13 14 15 

1 Eurasian Wild Cat  Felis silvestris   1 f 1 m       

2 Red Fox  Vulpes vulpes   2         

3 Wild Boar  Sus scrofa   1 1       

4 Red Deer  Cervus elaphus           

5 Chamois Rupicapra rupicapra            

Birds               

1 White Stork  Ciconia ciconia            

2 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea         

3 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo        

4 Red Kite  Milvus milvus       

5 Black Kite  Milvus migrans        

6 Lammergeier Gypaetus barbatus           

7 Egyptian Vulture  Neophron percnopterus           

8 Griffon Vulture  Gyps fulvus       

9 Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus            

10 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo       

11 Bonelli's Eagle Aquila fasciata            

12 Golden Eagle  Aquila chrysaetos           

13 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus           

14 Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus          

15 Common Crane  Grus grus           

16 Eurasian Lapwing Vanellus vanellus            

17 Rock Dove  Columba livia            

18 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus         

19 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto           

20 Common Kingfisher  Alcedo atthis            

21 Great Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos major            

22 Black Woodpecker Dryocopus martius            

23 European Green Woodpecker  Picus viridis     h       

24 Eurasian Jay  Garrulus glandarius            

25 Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica         

26 Red-billed Chough  Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax          

27 Alpine Chough Pyrrhocorax graculus            

28 Carrion Crow  Corvus corone        

29 Northern Raven  Corvus corax       

30 Coal Tit  Periparus ater h   h      

31 European Crested Tit  Lophophanes cristatus            

32 Great Tit  Parus major        

33 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus         

34 Crested Lark  Galerida cristata            

35 Eurasian Crag Martin  Ptyonoprogne rupestris           

36 Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus            

37 Common Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita            

38 Common Firecrest  Regulus ignicapilla            

39 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes   h      

40 Wallcreeper  Tichodroma muraria           
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      March 

  Common name Scientific name 10 11 12 13 14 15 

41 Short-toed Treecreeper  Certhia brachydactyla          h 

42 Spotless Starling  Sturnus unicolor          

43 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula       

44 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos        

45 Mistle Thrush  Turdus viscivorus        

46 Redwing Turdus iliacus            

47 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula        

48 European Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola            

49 White-throated Dipper  Cinclus cinclus           

50 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus       

51 White-winged Snowfinch Montifringilla nivalis            

52 Grey Wagtail  Motacilla cinerea          

53 White Wagtail  Motacilla alba       

54 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis            

55 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs        

56 Brambling  Fringilla montifringilla            

57 Citril Finch Carduelis citrinella            

58 European Serin  Serinus serinus            

59 European Greenfinch  Carduelis chloris            

60 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis         

61 Eurasian Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula            

62 Eurasian Siskin Carduelis spinus           

63 Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra         

64 Hawfinch Coccothraustes coccothraustes          

65 Yellowhammer  Emberiza citrinella            

66 Cirl Bunting  Emberiza cirlus            
 

Male Wild Cat by Amy Horn-Norris  


