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Tour participants: Simon Tonkin (leader) with a group of four Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

Birding on the two continents of Europe and Africa in the Straits of Gibraltar is always a special and unrivalled 

experience. Skies were full of migrating Short-toed and Booted Eagles with Black Kites, all making their way 

north to European breeding grounds. Joining them were squadrons of European Bee-eaters - one day we were 

literally surrounded by them.  

 

We made our own crossing of the Straits, and on the coast of Morocco we were blessed with an amazing passage 

of soaring Eagles joined by Egyptian Vultures. Journeying through the Slender-billed Curlew's former haunts, we 

were fortunate enough to observe at close quarters an amazing Moroccan Marsh Owl, as Collared Pratincoles 

and Gull-billed Terns noisily flew overhead. In the Rif Mountains we found Levaillant´s Woodpecker, Black 

Wheatear and Moussier's Redstarts.  

 

The diversity of habitats, cultures and the friendly welcome we constantly received along with the superb evening 

meals and picnics made our experiences so full, unique and diverse with some of the best birding ever! 

Day 1 Monday 2nd April 

Birding in the Straits of Gibraltar is a special experience with a constant change of wind direction influencing the 

days´ events and a constant change throughout the year of unique wildlife spectacles. The timing of this trip 

could not have been better. 

 

The group soon arrived at our accommodation at Huerta Grande rural ecolodge. We took our prepared lunch 

and settled into our rooms.  

 

We first took in the experience of truly visible migration at a nearby watch point; Punta Carnero. Here, looking 

across to Africa, seemingly at the end of one world and the beginning of another we watched in awe as scores of 

Black Kites, Short-toed Eagles, Booted Eagles, Eurasian Sparrowhawks, Griffon Vultures and Western Marsh 

Harriers poured over our heads like a raptor river! Not only did we have great numbers, but some birds passed 

so close you could basically touch them! We also observed a Western Osprey fishing just offshore. 

 

A great first introduction to visible raptor migration and a great view out into the Straits were the perfect scene-

setters for this trip and our coming days. 

Day 2 Tuesday 3rd April 

Starting our day at the intertidal habitat of Los Lances, we made the short walk to the hide across extensively 

grazed grassland. Here, the mosaic of different vegetation attracts a great variety of species. The internal lagoon 

here yielded some fabulous species including Caspian Tern, the biggest in the world of the Tern genus, at least 20 

Audouin’s Gulls and two close Collared Pratincoles.  Kentish Plovers were also very evident. We stopped briefly 

for a cup of coffee in the village of Facinas and to use the facilities before wandering onto the area of La Janda. 
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The Laguna of La Janda was for many years the largest inland wetland in Spain and in Europe. It was also the 

most important wetland from an ecological point of view, not least because it was used as a route by all 

migratory birds crossing the Straits of Gibraltar. La Janda’s rich biodiversity was due to its dense coverage of 

vegetation, the seasonal availability of shallow, fresh water, its strategic situation in the southernmost part of 

Europe, and its proximity to the African coast. It became a resting place for the millions of birds that made their 

obligatory migrations to Africa. Normally covering an area of approximately 4,000 hectares, at times of 

maximum flooding La Janda increased in size to more than 5,000 hectares, filling smaller lakes in the area and 

becoming the most important wetland in Europe. La Janda, like many wetlands in Spain, was drained for 

agricultural purposes in the middle of the last century. As a result, Spain suffered what was undoubtedly its 

greatest ecological disaster. Despite this disaster the rice paddies, cropped areas and ditches offer a variety of 

habitats for migratory and resident species. 

 

Here migratory European Bee-eaters were pouring through. We counted at least 200 but many more were 

probably seen and heard. We heard Common Quail and heard and saw many Calandra Larks. In the ditches two 

Western Swamphens (a recent split from Purple) were found and we obtained fabulous purple-haze views of 

these birds. On wet flashes Black-winged Stilts comically waded through the shallows whilst Green Sandpipers 

and a Little Ringed Plover filled our optics’ views. 

 

Taking our ‘legendary’ picnic lunch at a key spot rewarded us with views of a Black-winged Kite! This superb 

tiny little raptor with fiery red eyes was a stunning and very welcome addition to our rapidly growing list of 

raptors.  

 

At the end of the day as we headed back to our accommodation we had wonderful views of a Montagu’s Harrier 

drifting just by the side of the road. 

Day 3 Wednesday 4th April 

This morning we took the ferry crossing across the Strait to Morocco, during which we spotted two Long-finned 

Pilot Whales and at least ten Striped Dolphin.  

 

Immediately after crossing we headed for a nearby stop at the town of Oued Marza. Here we could observe 

migration from the other side of the veil. Masses of Booted and Short-toed Eagles poured out towards Europe. 

Vortices of Black Kites, 300 strong, whirled overhead whilst Griffon Vultures were interspersed with three 

Egyptian Vultures. Soaring migrants weren’t just in raptor form, as a group of 20 Black Storks cruised out, 

continuing on their epic journey. 

 

Here we got to witness the peculiar changes in avifauna due to the separation of continents, with birds such as 

African Blue Tit and the completely different-looking and -sounding African Chaffinch. 

 

After enjoying our delicious second breakfast, complete with refreshing and enlivening Moroccan mint tea, we 

journeyed south to continue our adventure down the Atlantic coast to the Merja Zerga lagoon. We took a 

welcome break at the village of Moulay Bousselham, where we sipped drink on a terrace overlooking the lagoon 

whilst viewing Laughing Doves and Common Bulbuls. 
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Take our boat out into the Merja Zerga lagoon, we founded over 50 Audouin’s Gulls up close whilst Gull-billed 

and Caspian Terns cruised past. Here we were able to journey among the ghosts of Slender-billed Curlews that 

occurred here up until 1995. Over 20 Whimbrel, Grey and Common Ringed Plovers, Bar-tailed Godwits, 

Common Greenshank and Common Redshank……and the list of wading birds just went on. Two pinked-up 

Slender-billed Gulls provided a rosy addition in full breeding finery! We also added five Mediterranean Gulls. 

 

Following our boat trip, we headed onto a private area of fresh marsh which is under increasing pressure from 

ever-expanding strawberry farms. These are growing to fill the ever-increasing demand for out-of-season fruit in 

northern Europe, especially the UK. We lamented the loss of habitat here and how this was one of the drivers 

for decline and ultimately the extinction of the Slender-billed Curlew. 

 

As the evening drew in we wandered out over the marshland area where we encountered Montagu’s Harriers and 

a Black-winged Kite. Then, after a little while waiting and scanning, a Moroccan Marsh Owl cruised over 

followed by a second bird!  We paid these gorgeous birds due respect. Ending the day on this superb but yet, 

sadly, now-rare owl species, we lamented the loss of its habitat and drove to our hotel for the evening in Larache. 

 

Arriving at our hotel, we were warmly welcomed. After taking time to relax and settle in, we headed out to a 

nearby traditional restaurant for our evening meal, where a spectacular platter of various local fish was served. 

Vegetarians in the group delighted in a fabulous vegetable tagine. Following our meal, we had a brief excursion 

into the town square to see a nesting colony of Little Swifts, and whilst they were all tucked up asleep, we 

marveled that, despite the hustle and bustle of people passing underneath them, they had chosen this home to 

raise their young.  

Day 4 Thursday 5th April 

Following breakfast, we returned to the Little Swift colony and delighted as these engaging, literally ‘little’ Swifts 

zoomed through and around us, back and forth to their nests.  

 

We then headed the short distance to the magical wetlands of Loukkos. After some searching of the skies, we 

were able to pick up our first Brown-throated Martin. This sedentary species (within this range) fortunately 

seems to have increased at this wetland since we have been visiting, and we enjoyed watching scores of them as 

they hunted for airborne insects in front of us and returned to their nesting holes bored into the nearby 

sandbank. Within the wetland areas we enjoyed finding over fifty Red-knobbed Coot, whilst Savi’s Warblers 

reeled out in full view for us to get scope views. We also found Marbled Ducks among the Red-crested 

Pochards. 

 

We had to finally leave this fabulous wetland behind and head to a completely different habitat of the Bouachem 

forest. First, we ate lunch in Beni Arous, a gateway village to the Rif Mountains. Here we got a taste of ‘real’ 

Moroccan food in the form of lentils, beans and traditional flat breads, as well as freshly cooked lamb and beef 

from the rustic barbecue. For Hugh this was a particular highlight and a true gastronomic experience of 

traditional food. We also experienced famed Moroccan hospitality from the locals - Naturetrek groups are the 

only tourists who pass through this area! 
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After lunch we headed up into the forest. Here the birding can be challenging, but with the benefit of local 

knowledge, we stopped at a place Simon knew would be good. Here we found the star bird - a superb 

Levaillant’s Woodpecker, closely followed by views of another! 

 

As we journeyed through the forest we headed up to the town of Chefchouen known as the ‘Blue Pearl of 

Morocco’. The blue buildings in the old town and narrow streets are a true joy to witness and amazed the group, 

who took many photos wherever we walked. Settling into our hotel we headed to our favoured restaurant above 

the main square.  Here we sampled arguably some of the best food in Morocco. Several brilliant soups and salads 

for starters, choices of tagines and the finest yoghurt on earth made right there in the premises!  

Day 5 Friday 6th April 

This morning we explored the imposing mountains that overlook Chefchouen. Meeting with our 4x4 vehicles, 

we headed up and intently looked for mountain birds. Simon soon heard and then found a Moussier’s Redstart 

and we all enjoyed fabulous scope views of this unmistakable bird. In fact, we ended up finding seven different 

individuals. Around us sang Blue Rock Thrushes and further up the mountain track we also found Black 

Wheatears, Rock Buntings and Atlas Long-legged Buzzard.  

 

A superb morning of mountain birding completed, we loaded the minibus for our journey back across the Strait 

and home. During a brief coffee stop in Tetouan, raptors were again pouring overhead, and we enjoyed this 

familiar scene, marking the fact we had returned to The Straits. We carried on our way home, but not before we 

ticked off a singing House Bunting!  

 

We were soon back at our Spanish home in Huerta Grande, where a welcome gin and tonic awaited us! 

Day 6 Saturday 7th April 

Today we had a relaxing start and headed into the old town of Tarifa. Parking in a spot well-known to Simon, we 

heard and saw Common Bulbuls, a common species in Morocco but Tarifa remains the only place where this 

species can be observed in Europe. Wandering through the cobbled streets of the old town, we came to the fort 

of Guzman el Bueno and observed the comings and goings of the Lesser Kestrel colony, which gave us fabulous 

views. 

 

Heading into the harbour we boarded our boat to again travel into the Straits but this time at a leisurely pace to 

look for cetaceans and seabirds. We found pods of Bottle-nosed Dolphins and Long-finned Pilot Whales which 

came close to the boat and provided a very intimate encounter for our group. 

 

Following our boat trip, we headed for a nearby coastal area to take our picnic lunch but also hopefully observe 

some migration. Raptors passed between us, including Short-toed and Booted Eagles and over fifty Black Kites. 

Wandering up through the Santuario valley we found several groups of Spanish Sparrows before heading back to 

Huerta Grande to relax and get ready for our evening meal. 
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Day 7 Sunday 8th April 

The weather was unfortunately a little challenging today, with sharp showers and a strong easterly wind. We 

moved north and inland to get away from the worst of it (which we did!) but also to encounter more raptors that 

would have pushed inland. We did encounter several groups of raptors as well as Western Osprey at the Embalse 

de Barbate.  

 

Heading over to the farmland around Benalup and Medina Sidonia, migrant European Bee-eaters were again 

evident with well over a hundred seen ‘quipping’ across the landscape. 

 

Nearby at Barca de Vejer, the group was to meet with the rarest bird of the trip! The grotesque but fabulous 

Northern Bald Ibis has chosen to make the cliffs outside this town its home, after a dozen or so pairs spilled out 

from a nearby reintroduction project and started recolonising the countryside! The colony were in full breeding 

activity, and we enjoyed their fascinating antics, wooing each other with the gift of nest material and indulging in 

mutual preening. 

 

Simon was particularly overjoyed to see the colony so active. Simon explained to the group that, last year, all but 

one of the chicks were lost to a marauding Eagle-Owl and we had concerns they wouldn´t return. With only 

around 1,000 individuals left in the wild, to lose this busy colony would have been tragic indeed. 

 

Next, we headed on to the disused saltpans at Barbate, a real haven for gulls, terns, waders and waterbirds. Here 

we found Stone-curlew, Collared Pratincoles and Audouin’s Gulls. We happily watched Greater Short-toed Larks 

and Calandra Larks. 

Day 8 Monday 9th April 

All too soon this action- and wildlife-packed trip had come to an end. We bade farewell to the team at Huerta 

Grande and hit the road to Màlaga airport, arriving in plenty of time. The diversity of habitats, cultures and the 

friendly welcome we constantly received, along with the superb evening meals and picnics, made our experiences 

so full, unique and diverse, with some of the best birding ever! 

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) 

      April 

  Common name Scientific name 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

1 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos         

2 Northern Shoveler  Spatula clypeata             

3 Garganey Spatula querquedula       16       

4 Marbled Duck  Marmaronetta angustirostris       2       

5 Red-crested Pochard  Netta rufina   1   4       

6 Common Pheasant Phasianus colchicus   3         4 

7 Red-legged Partridge  Alectoris rufa   2         5+ 

8 Common Quail  Coturnix coturnix     2         

9 Cory’s Shearwater  Calonectris diomedea     4   1     

10 Balearic Shearwater  Puffinus mauretanicus         1     

11 Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis       3       

12 Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps cristatus             4 

13 Greater Flamingo  Phoenicopterus roseus   1 20         

14 Black Stork  Ciconia nigra 4   2         

15 White Stork  Ciconia ciconia 50+ 100+ 500+ 50+ 70+ 1+ 50+ 

16 Glossy Ibis  Plegadis falcinellus   80+ 150+ 80+     20+ 

17 Northern Bald Ibis Geronticus eremitus             17 

18 Eurasian Spoonbill  Platalea leucorodia   c100 10+ 80+     2 

19 Western Cattle Egret  Bubulcus ibis       

20 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea   2 8 3     5+ 

21 Purple Heron  Ardea purpurea       2     1 

22 Great Egret Casmerodus albus       1       

23 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta 3        

24 Northern Gannet  Morus bassanus 10+ 20+         

25 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo         

26 Western Osprey  Pandion haliaetus 1     1     2 

27 Black-winged Kite  Elanus caeruleus   1   1       

28 Egyptian Vulture  Neophron percnopterus     3         

29 Griffon Vulture  Gyps fulvus 10+ 40+ 20       50+ 

30 Short-toed Snake Eagle  Circaetus gallicus c.20   80+ 10+ 1 8+ 4 

31 Booted Eagle  Hieraaetus pennatus 30+   100+ 10+ 5+ 15 10+ 

32 Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus 2   10+   1 1   

33 Western Marsh Harrier  Circus aeruginosus 1 3 50+ 30+     5+ 

34 Montagu's Harrier  Circus pygargus   1 4 1     2 

35 Black Kite  Milvus migrans 120+ 3 300+ 80+ 20+ 50 30+ 

36 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo             2 

37 Atlas Long-legged Buzzard Buteo rufinus cirtensis         1     

38 Western Swamphen  Porphyrio porphyrio   2         4 

39 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus   3     1   2 

40 Eurasian Coot Fulica atra             

41 Red-knobbed Coot Fulica cristatus       50+       

42 Eurasian Oystercatcher  Haematopus ostralegus     20+         

43 Eurasian Stone-curlew Burhinus oedicnemus             2 

44 Black-winged Stilt  Himantopus himantopus 1 20+ 10+ 20+     10+ 

45 Pied Avocet Recurvirostra avocetta             1 

46 Grey Plover  Pluvialis squatarola   50+        10+ 

47 Common Ringed Plover  Charadrius hiaticula   10+        
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      April 

  Common name Scientific name 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

48 Little Ringed Plover  Charadrius dubius   1 1 1     4 

49 Kentish Plover  Charadrius alexandrinus   10+         15+ 

50 Whimbrel  Numenius phaeopus     20+         

51 Eurasian Curlew  Numenius arquata     4         

52 Bar-tailed Godwit Limosa lapponica     1         

53 Common Redshank  Tringa totanus    30+         

54 Common Greenshank  Tringa nebularia   1 4       2 

55 Green Sandpiper  Tringa ochropus   20+ 5 2     1 

56 Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos   3 4 2       

57 Sanderling  Calidris alba             

58 Dunlin  Calidris alpina           10+ 

59 Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea   4         6+ 

60 Collared Pratincole  Glareola pratincola   2 2 3     8 

61 Slender-billed Gull  Chroicocephalus genei     2         

62 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus            

63 Audouin's Gull  Ichthyaetus audouinii   20+ 50+       4 

64 Mediterranean Gull  Ichthyaetus melanocephalus   4 5         

65 Yellow-legged Gull  Larus michahellis       

66 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus         

67 Gull-billed Tern  Gelochelidon nilotica   4 2         

68 Caspian Tern  Hydroprogne caspia   3 2         

69 Sandwich Tern  Thalasseus sandvicensis 2 4    2 1   

70 Feral Dove  Columba livia       

71 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus     1 5 c.20  

72 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto       

73 Laughing Dove Spilopelia senegalensis     3         

74 Tawny Owl  Strix aluco 1 1         1 

75 Little Owl  Athene noctua     1       1 

76 Moroccan Marsh Owl Asio capensis tingitanus     2         

77 Common Swift  Apus apus       10+     4+ 

78 Pallid Swift  Apus pallidus 2+ 20+     

79 Little Swift Apus affinis       c.10       

80 Common Kingfisher  Alcedo atthis       1       

81 European Bee-eater  Merops apiaster 20+ 200+ 150+ 50+     100+ 

82 Eurasian Hoopoe  Upupa epops 1 2 2         

83 Great Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos major   1   2   1 1 

84 Levaillant's Woodpecker Picus vaillantii       2       

85 Lesser Kestrel  Falco naumanni   1 2     10+   

86 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus 1   1 1   1 4 

87 Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus         1     

88 Algerian Grey Shrike Lanius excubitor algeriensis       3+       

89 Woodchat Shrike  Lanius senator   5+ 10+ 3   2 10+ 

90 Common Bulbul Pycnonotus barbatus         1   

91 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula   c.10      

92 Northern Raven  Corvus corax     3 10+ 15+   2 

93 European Crested Tit  Lophophanes cristatus 2       1   5+ 

94 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus 2 1         3+ 

95 African Blue Tit Cyanistes teneriffae ultramarinus     2 4 c.5     

96 Great Tit  Parus major 3 2     

97 Thekla Lark  Galerida theklae   4 1       2 

98 Crested Lark  Galerida cristata       
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      April 

  Common name Scientific name 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

99 Woodlark Lullula arborea       1       

100 Greater Short-toed Lark  Calandrella brachydactyla             20+ 

101 Calandra Lark  Melanocorypha calandra   10+         10+ 

102 Sand Martin  Riparia riparia   6         6+ 

103 Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica       

104 Eurasian Crag Martin  Ptyonoprogne rupestris         1   10+ 

105 Common House Martin  Delichon urbicum       1   

106 Red-rumped Swallow  Cecropis daurica             5+ 

107 Cetti's Warbler  Cettia cetti   3 1 2 3 1 10+ 

108 Willow Warbler  Phylloscopus trochilus             1 

109 Iberian Chiffchaff Phylloscopus ibericus 2 4   1   2 2 

110 Western Bonelli’s Warbler Phylloscopus bonelli       1   2 1 

111 Sedge Warbler Acrocephalus schoenobaenus       2       

112 Savi’s Warbler Locustella luscinioides       3       

113 Zitting Cisticola  Cisticola juncidis   10+      

114 Eurasian Blackcap  Sylvia atricapilla        

115 Common Whitethroat Sylvia communis   1         1 

116 Subalpine Warbler  Sylvia cantillans   2 1 1   1 2 

117 Sardinian Warbler  Sylvia melanocephala       

118 Common Firecrest  Regulus ignicapilla 3 1   1   3 2 

119 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes       

120 Eurasian Nuthatch  Sitta europaea       3       

121 Short-toed Treecreeper  Certhia brachydactyla 2 1   3     2 

122 Spotless Starling  Sturnus unicolor       

123 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula       

124 Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus       3 Y 2 2 

125 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula       

126 Common Nightingale  Luscinia megarhynchos 5+ 15+ 5+ 20+ 10+ 15+ 

127 Common Redstart  Phoenicurus phoenicurus       1       

128 Moussier's Redstart Phoenicurus moussieri         7     

129 Blue Rock Thrush  Monticola solitarius       2 5     

130 European Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola       

131 Northern Wheatear  Oenanthe oenanthe           2   

132 Black-eared Wheatear  Oenanthe hispanica   1           

133 Black Wheatear  Oenanthe leucura         1     

134 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus        

135 Spanish Sparrow Passer hispaniolensis   1 1 1   c.5 1+ 

136 Spanish Yellow Wagtail  Motacilla flava iberiae   10+ 20+ 50+     10+ 

137 Grey Wagtail  Motacilla cinerea 1       1     

138 White Wagtail  Motacilla alba   2       2   

139 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis        

140 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs          

141 North African Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs africana     3       

142 Hawfinch  Coccothraustes coccothraustes             4 

143 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris   20+     

144 Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina       

145 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis       

146 European Serin  Serinus serinus       

147 Eurasian Siskin Carduelis spinus 5+ 5+       2 10+ 

148 Corn Bunting  Emberiza calandra      2  

149 Rock Bunting  Emberiza cia         1     
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      April 

  Common name Scientific name 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

150 Cirl Bunting  Emberiza cirlus   1 1   1 3   

151 House Bunting Emberiza sahari         1     

  Leucistic Goldfinch     1           

  Leucistic House Sparrow     1           

Mammals                 

1 Iberian or Granada Hare Lepus granatensis   1           

2 European Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus             1 

3 Bottle-nose Dolphin Tursiops truncatus           20+   

4 Long-finned Pilot Whale Globicephala melas     2     10+   

5 Striped Dolphin Stenella coeruleoalba     10+         

Butterflies                 

1 Large White Pieris brassicae           

2 Small White Pieris rapae           

3 Cleopatra Gonepteryx cleopatra              

5 Clouded Yellow Colias croceus             

6 Small Tortoiseshell  Aglais urticae              

7 Spanish Festoon Zerynthia rumina             2 

Reptiles and Amphibians                 

1 Mediterranean Pond Turtle Mauremys leprosa              

2 Iberian Pond Frog Pelodytes ibericus              

Others                 

1 Ocean Sunfish Mola mola         ` 1   

2 Egyptian Grasshopper Anacridium aegyptium       1       

3 Firebug Pyrrhocoris apterus             1 

4 Bush Cricket spp             1   

 


