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Tour participants: Javi Elorriaga (leader) with four Naturetrek clients 

Day 1 Sunday 11th March 

After flying from the UK, the group reached Biarritz mid-afternoon, where Javi welcomed them. We loaded the 

luggage into the minibus and headed to the Pyrenees in Navarra, with a stop for dinner near Pamplona. We 

reached our accommodation in Burgi in the evening and Yolanda, manager of the hotel, took us to our rooms.  

Day 2 Monday 12th March 

The day dawned overcast with low clouds hanging over the boulders of the valley. After a relaxed breakfast we 

headed towards the upper reaches of the valley. Here we passed a party of Griffon Vultures avidly feeding on the 

carcass of a sheep. Almost simultaneously we found a striking male Wildcat peacefully sitting at the edge of a 

nearby field: bingo! The cat walked stealthily in search of prey, offering an excellent show. An adult Egyptian 

Vulture joining the Griffon Vultures around the carcass distracted our attention. By the time we focused back on 

the cat it had a Water Vole in its jaws! It rapidly swallowed its prey and then disappeared into the forest. We kept 

searching in the area and found a Red Fox, a feral cat and a second Wildcat, although rather distant.  

 

After a coffee break we visited the Romanesque Church of Isaba, where not one but two Wallcreepers were 

present! This was a really great opportunity to enjoy one of the most elusive mountain species in Europe.  

 

Next we moved to a higher area in the Linza Pass, surrounded by impressive snow-covered mountains. It started 

to snow and we found shelter in the very convenient Linza mountain refuge, where we had lunch next to the 

chimney. Once the snow stopped, we managed to find a group of 15 Chamois. A large mixed group of Alpine 

and Red-billed Choughs was an additional highlight.  

 

In the early afternoon we drove to the highest part of Larra Valley, close to the French border. Here we had a 

short hike in the snow. The area was quiet in terms of birding, but we fully enjoyed the peacefulness of the 

region in a beautiful karst and Mountain Pine landscape. 

 

On our way back to Burgi the luck kept smiling at us when two different Wildcats showed well from the same 

observation post. Both cats were looking for prey in two adjacent Water Vole colonies. After a good time with 

them we kept driving along the valley and still found two more Wildcats before we reached our accommodation.  

Six encounters with Wildcats on our first day of searching certainly made a good start! 

Day 3 Tuesday 13th March 

As usual on this trip, we had a relaxed breakfast at 7.30am and started the day searching for Wildcats. We found 

a rather elusive and distant individual which soon hid in the forest. In turn a magnificent Red Fox offered a good 

show as it tried to hunt Water Voles in the field where we had seen a Wildcat the day before. Next we had a 

pleasant walk in the Mintxate Gorge (Foz de Mintxate) where the river flow had impressively increased after the 

rains. We then had a coffee in Isaba and managed to observe one of the Wallcreepers again! 
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During the second half of the morning we crossed the charming village of Ansó and visited the spectacular Fago 

Gorge (Foz de Fago). Despite the rain, we had very good views of Griffon Vultures and enjoyed the impressive 

landscape. Here we found a perfectly sheltered picnic table where we had lunch, and not far away we had good 

views of Crested Tit.  

 

On our way back to the Roncal Valley the rain stopped and we observed a group of Griffon Vultures extending 

their wings to get dry, in a cormorant-like fashion. Back in Burgi we failed in our attempt to observe Dippers at 

the Esca River. However, we soon found consolation when the unmistakable silhouette of a Bearded Vulture 

broke the skyline. As we were driving along the Burgi Gorge another adult Bearded Vulture flew at low height. 

We rapidly got out of the minibus to observe it. It landed on the ground to take off with a bone on its bill! 

 

Before concluding the day we spent some time searching for Wildcats. Driving slowly in a quiet road we easily 

spotted one. We parked the minibus and enjoyed watching it through the telescope until we decided it was time 

to return to the hotel.  

Day 4 Wednesday 14th March 

Today we changed the strategy and left the hotel at 7.30am in a pre-breakfast attempt for cats. We first visited a 

territory were Javi had had good views of one ten days earlier. Here the weather was excellent with a crispy blue 

sky, but we found no signs of Wildcat. Next we revisited the sites where they had showed up well on the two 

previous days. The area was covered of dense fog, thus we could only search in the nearest fields. Amazingly, we 

found a magnificent Wildcat at mere 40 metres away! We parked the minibus by the side of the road and stayed 

inside to observe it. The cat was so focused on its pursuit of hunting that it ignored our presence. We observed 

its typical feline hunting behaviour, creeping close to prey for a pounce-chase-catch-kill approach. The mist 

dissipated leading to excellent early morning light, and we observed every detail of the cat including its green iris, 

thick white moustache, ginger ears and snout, dense fur, sharply defined black dorsal stripe, thick tail and the 

characteristic white flash on its chest. It remained in close view for over an hour and we got to see him catch two 

Water Voles. After this unbeatable observation we thought it was about time to return to our accommodation 

for a well-deserved breakfast! 

 

Mid-morning we visited the breath-taking observatory over the Arbaiun Gorge (Foz de Arbaiun). Griffon 

Vultures soared overhead and landed on their nests. Crag Martins flew along the cliffs and a Green Woodpecker 

was calling from the riparian forest. Suddenly, an adult Bearded Vulture approached our position and offered 

excellent views. Indeed, we could clearly see that it was carrying a large amount of wool on its talons, which the 

species typically uses as nest material.  

 

Next we visited the famous Lumbier Gorge (Foz de Lumbier). Despite the rain, we hiked along the 2.5-mile 

route that crosses the gorge, following a former railway over the Irati River. Large numbers of Griffon Vultures 

were sheltered on the ledges while other glided at low height. Not far away a pair of Black Kites copulated and 

we heard their characteristic call. As we finished the route the rain stopped and we had our picnic lunch 

outdoors.  
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On our way back to Burgi we revisited the Arbaiun Gorge to enjoy additional views of vultures before it started 

raining again. This was a good moment to return to the hotel and have some rest before meeting for a drink and 

comment on the many highlights of the day. 

Day 5 Thursday 15th March 

The day started partly clouded with no rain. After a good breakfast we headed to the Irati Forest with a first stop 

at the charming Otsagabia. In the river crossing the village, a very obliging White-throated Dipper beautifully 

performed for us. Next we drove along the Salazar Valley, gaining altitude until we found the road closed by the 

snow. Here we had a short hike but the chilly temperatures and strong winds pushed us to back to the lower part 

of the valley. We had good views of Hoopoe, Bullfinch and Marsh Tit. Remarkably, a flock of trumpeting Cranes 

totalling over 100 individuals crossed the valley in active migration across the Pyrenes!  

 

After lunch we inspected a new area for Wildcats and easily found the first of the day. We all agreed this 

individual was the largest one we had seen so far. It crossed a field, walking slowly with frequent stops to fix its 

gaze on us. It sat, well-camouflaged by the edge of the forest, and we continued our quest. Some 20 minutes later 

someone in the minibus said “Cat!” And there it was, the second Wildcat of the day, sitting in a clearing in the 

forest. We had brief but very close views and excellent photographic opportunities before it ran into the forest. 

  

We kept driving up the Roncal Valley to Larra, with several stops to enjoy a Red Fox, a group of Chamois, 

Alpine Choughs, a pair of Egyptian Vultures, Black Kites on migration and splendid views of the Pyrenees. This 

time we crossed the nearby border into France and reached La Pierre Saint-Martin ski resort. A storm 

approached from the Spanish side adding dramatism to the landscape. 

 

On our way back to Burgi we relocated two of the Wildcats we have seen in previous days. Amazingly, the 

second individual was sitting in a field under heavy rain. Back in Burgi we visited a ‘roncalés’ cheese factory, 

which ranks amongst the most reputed cheeses in Spain.  

Day 6 Friday 16th March 

The last day of the tour dawned notably overcast but with no rain. After breakfast we loaded the luggage into the 

minibus and said goodbye and thanks to Yolanda for the excellent stay. We didn’t want to leave the valley before 

paying a last visit to the Wildcats; and so we did. As soon as we reached the first territory we found one. After 

witnessing three unsuccessful hunting attempts, the cat sat for a break atop a slope. Not far away we had 

fantastic views of two adult Egyptian Vultures. 

 

Next we had a tranquil walk within a mixed pine and beech forest, to enjoy the chromatic richness of the woods 

and the songs of forest-dwelling species including thrushes, blackbirds and tits. Here we found holes made by 

Black Woodpecker and Great Spotted Woodpecker on dead trunks. A Hawfinch made another remarkable 

sighting.  

 

Next we drove down the valley and saw a Wildcat running across a field. Not far away, the same cat we had first 

found in the morning (and on previous days) was still chasing Water Voles. We said goodbye to the Wildcats and 
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started the journey to Biarritz Airport. Before crossing the border to France we tried to find an Eagle-Owl on a 

cliff where they nest, but with without success.  

 

We still had some time for a quick visit to the Txingudi Marshes. Here we found a Coypu, an introduced giant 

rodent from South America, along with Little Grebe, Coot, Black-tailed Godwit, Greenshank, Redshank, and a 

Barn Swallow announcing the spring.  

 

Thirty minutes later we reached the airport where we said our goodbyes and thanks to Javi, before our flight 

back to the UK. Our many encounters with at least seven different Wildcats, including lengthy and close views 

on every day of the trip, notably exceeded expectations! 

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!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Beech Forest in Navarra 

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 but not counted; h = heard only) 

      March 

  Common name Scientific name 12 13 14 15 16 

1 Eurasian Wild Cat  Felis silvestris 6 2 1 4 3 

2 Red Fox  Vulpes vulpes 3 2 2 1   

3 Eurasian Red Squirrel  Sciurus vulgaris     1     

4 Chamois Rupicapra rupicapra 40+     5   

5 Coypu Myocastor coypus         1 

Birds             

1 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos          

2 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca          

3 Gadwall Mareca strepera          

4 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea        

5 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta          

6 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo        

7 Red Kite  Milvus milvus      

8 Black Kite  Milvus migrans        

9 Bearded Vulture Gypaetus barbatus   2 1     

10 Egyptian Vulture  Neophron percnopterus  2 2 2 2 

11 Griffon Vulture  Gyps fulvus      

12 Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus          

13 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo      

14 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus         

15 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus          

16 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra          

17 Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa          

18 Common Greenshank Tringa nebularia          

19 Common Redshank Tringa totanus          

20 Common Crane  Grus grus       100+   

21 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus          

22 Yellow-legged Gull  Larus michahellis          

23 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus          

24 Rock Dove  Columba livia          

25 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus         

26 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto          

27 Eurasian Hoopoe  Upupa epops          

28 Great Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos major   h     

29 European Green Woodpecker  Picus viridis h h h    

30 Southern Grey Shrike  Lanius meridionalis          

31 Eurasian Jay  Garrulus glandarius          

32 Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica       

33 Red-billed Chough  Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax       

34 Alpine Chough Pyrrhocorax graculus         

35 Carrion Crow  Corvus corone      

36 Northern Raven  Corvus corax      

37 Coal Tit  Periparus ater       

38 Marsh Tit Poecile palustris         

39 European Crested Tit  Lophophanes cristatus h    h   

40 Great Tit  Parus major      
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      March 

  Common name Scientific name 12 13 14 15 16 

41 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus      

42 Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica          

43 Eurasian Crag Martin  Ptyonoprogne rupestris          

44 Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus          

45 Common Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita        

46 Eurasian Blackcap  Sylvia atricapilla          

47 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes    h   

48 Eurasian Nuthatch  Sitta europaea          

49 Wallcreeper  Tichodroma muraria 2 1       

50 Short-toed Treecreeper  Certhia brachydactyla         

51 Spotless Starling  Sturnus unicolor          

52 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula      

53 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos      

54 Mistle Thrush  Turdus viscivorus      

55 Fieldfare Turdus pilaris          

56 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula      

57 Black Redstart  Phoenicurus ochruros      

58 European Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola       

59 White-throated Dipper  Cinclus cinclus          

60 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus        

61 Grey Wagtail  Motacilla cinerea      

62 White Wagtail  Motacilla alba      

63 Western Yellow Wagtail Motacilla flava          

64 Water Pipit Anthus spinoletta         

65 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs       

66 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis          

67 Hawfinch Coccothraustes coccothraustes          

68 Eurasian Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula          

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Red Fox Male Wildcat 

Pair of adult Egyptian Vultures 


