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Tour participants: Niki Williamson and Alejandro Onrubia (leaders) with a group of 11 Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

This exciting and varied tour ranged from the craggy heights of Andalucía´s Serranía de Ronda mountains to 

wetlands and salt pans, and its windswept and beautiful coastline, via plains, farmland and Cork Oak forests, 

taking time to visit the historic city of Ronda en route. From the quirky and fabulous blue village of Jùzcar, we 

explored the limestone peaks and enjoyed Black Wheatears, Blue Rock Thrushes, Rock Sparrow, Rock and Cirl 

Buntings, Spanish Ibex, Bonelli´s Eagle, Crag Martins, Griffon Vultures and hundreds of Red-billed Chough, 

returning each evening to enjoy the exceptional cuisine of our hotel´s Cordon-Bleu-trained chef. 

 

Our arrival in the Straits allowed us to get up close to three distinct avian migration spectacles, witnessing the 

struggles of Griffon Vultures crossing south to Africa, while thousands of House Sparrows and Goldfinches 

twittered past us just overhead, and around 3000 Cory´s Shearwaters an hour headed west to the Atlantic. Other 

highlights that accompanied these mind-blowing experiences were views of Spanish Imperial, Booted, Short-toed 

and Bonelli´s Eagles, Black-winged Kite, Hen and Marsh Harriers, Northern Bald Ibis, Rüppell´s and Egyptian 

Vultures, Audouin’s Gull, Bluethroat, Penduline Tit, Firecrest, Short-toed Treecreeper, and some exciting 

Spanish rarities in the form of a Yellow-browed Warbler and a Sociable Plover.  Just wow! 

Day 1 Monday 5th November 

Niki and Alex gathered folk from various flights at Málaga airport and we were soon in the minibuses, on our 

way to our first base in the Serranía de Ronda.  En route we stopped at a beautiful picnic area in the Sierra de las 

Nieves Natural Park, to enjoy an ´afternoon tea´ picnic and our first introduction to the wildlife of the 

mountains. We were immediately greeted by an extraordinary number of Black Redstarts, perhaps 40 or more, 

which showed off their fizzing song and characteristic quivering stance. 

 

Our first Griffon Vultures drifted overhead.  Amongst the emblematic Spanish Fir and Holm Oak trees, 

wintering European Robins and Common Blackbirds called, and we could hear the sweet song of several 

Woodlarks. We also had great views of two Thekla Larks foraging amongst the grass. 

 

We arrived at our hotel in Juzcar - the famous ´Pueblo Azul´ or Blue Village, and after settling in to our rooms 

we had time to explore its cerulean streets before sundown. There are many good things about the Hotel 

Bandolero, and one of them is undoubtedly Cordon-Bleu-trained chef Ivan, who tonight welcomed us with his 

own twist on a traditional tomato soup, seabass on homemade pisto and an extremely naughty chocolate volcano 

pudding! 

Day 2 Tuesday 6th November 

After a hearty cooked breakfast, we headed up to nearby Los Riscos natural area – a dramatic craggy rockface 

jutting abruptly out above the treeline. 
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On the ascent, a brief stop in the wooded valley yielded plenty of Black Redstart action, as well as mixed finch 

flocks, and numerous wintering Blackcaps and Common Chiffchaffs in the undergrowth. A distant view of a 

Eurasian Sparrowhawk prompted us to continue on high, as raptors began to leave their roosts. 

 

As the sun began to warm the rock face, we soon found our first Black Wheatear, later to be followed by another 

two, much closer. A beautifully vermiculated female Blue Rock Thrush gazed down on us from her high perch, 

before flying down to get a close look from a rock just metres away. The pastureland and orchards at the base of 

the rocks sheltered flocks of busily feeding farmland birds.  Amongst them, Cirl and Rock Buntings were in 

evidence, and a Rock Sparrow (also known as Rock Petronia) was briefly glimpsed. High on the rocks, we were 

delighted to see two Spanish Ibex relaxing in the sun. 

 

We arrived at our lunch spot at the Cueva del Gato, only to find the bridge to the picturesque pool had been 

totally washed away by recent severe flooding in the area. We lunched from a different area instead, which 

overlooked the cave and river valley. It seems sometimes things happen for a reason, as our new vantage point 

put us in prime viewing position as a magnificent adult Bonelli’s Eagle hove into view! Lunches almost went 

flying as we grabbed the chance to catch outrageous views of this most fearsome raptor in perfect light. 

 

As the day continued to warm, many Griffon Vultures could now be seen soaring on thermals above us, 

interspersed by Crag Martins. In the river valley, Cetti´s Warblers could be heard, and a Common Kingfisher 

shone out from a tree. We were impressed by the enormous flocks of House Sparrows on nearby farmland. 

 

After lunch we headed to the other end of the same cave system, high up in the hills above Montejaque.  At 

Cuevo del Hundidero, a magnificent moonscape awaited. We enjoyed stunning views of a multitude of Red-

billed Choughs, swirling vociferously through the landscape. Griffon Vultures constantly came and went from 

their perches on the crags while Common Kestrels and Eurasian Sparrowhawks hunted close by. Blue Rock 

Thrushes and Black Redstarts sang from high vantage points. All through the valley, extraordinary numbers of 

Black Wheatears were visible, skirmishing over winter territories.   

 

As the evening began to draw in, Crag Martins dropped low, giving fantastic views. Small groups of calling Rock 

Sparrows began to arrive, and we all got great views as they began to occupy their roosts. Then it was home for 

another delicious meal, featuring cherry tomato pastries, and a zingy lemon sorbet served in its own lemon! 

Day 3 Wednesday 7th November 

Today we said goodbye to our hosts David and Ivan, and the quirkiness of the Blue Village, and headed to our 

second base on the coast, stopping for an enjoyable morning in the historic city of Ronda on the way. We 

wandered through the well-kept Alameda Gardens, past statues of famous previous occupants of the city 

including Orson Welles and Ernest Hemmingway. We were thrilled to find another unexpected occupant 

amongst the conifers – several Red Crossbills were calling from the treetops and one of the handsome red males 

sang for us before taking a bath in an ornamental fountain! A walk along the cliff-edge esplanade gave us 

stunning views out over the Roman-esque landscape, and we stopped for coffee overlooking the impressive Tajo 

gorge. We could see two of the town´s three bridges historic bridges from here, straddling the deep scar in the 

landscape where Serins, Siskins and Red-billed Chough showed well. 
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Then we continued our journey south, taking our picnic at a spot overlooking the impressive coastline, from 

where we could see several Fallow Deer and the coast of Morocco visible in the distance. Africa became visibly 

closer as we drove. Soon we could clearly see the Rock of Gibraltar on the European side and the Jebel Musa 

across The Straits – the ´Two Pillars of Hercules´ which would form the backdrop to our birding for the days to 

come. 

 

We were greeted by our host Katrin and settled in to cosy cabins and houses at Huerta Grande eco-lodge before 

enjoying a hearty Andaluz meal. 

Day 4 Thursday 8th November 

This morning the group was in for a treat – thanks to permissions organised through Fundación Migres, we had 

obtained access to the bird observatory located on Isla de las Palomas. This island, now linked to mainland 

Tarifa by a man-made causeway, is under control of the military and is only open to the authorised. The tip of 

this island is the absolute closest point of Europe and Africa and provides an outstanding view of, and 

connection with, the other lesser-known migration of the Straits – that of hundreds of thousands of seabirds that 

traverse east to west between the Mediterranean and the Atlantic. 

 

Our visit coincided with the peak of the Cory´s Shearwater migration and we arrived to witness swathes of them 

moving out to their Atlantic wintering grounds, while rafts of them bobbed on the sea just metres away. It was a 

truly spectacular morning, with volunteers from Fundación Migres counting around 5000 passing birds in the 

two hours we were there with them. Both adult and juvenile Northern Gannets were numerous, and several late-

migrating Balearic Shearwaters were also recorded.  A Great Skua brought some drama to the occasion as it 

mobbed other seabirds just offshore to try and get them to regurgitate their last meal. Two Red-breasted 

Mergansers rested nearby with a raft of Cory´s Shearwaters. Pods of Striped Dolphins were visible moving 

through the Straits, and Sunfish and Marlin flung themselves out of the water in a bid to escape some unseen 

predator. 

 

The passerine migration was also in full swing.  A late Northern Wheatear hung about on the shore, seemingly 

full of uncertainty, and we aware of an almost constant twittering as thousands of House Sparrows and 

Goldfinches streamed over our heads. 

 

All too soon, the morning had passed, but as we headed off to grab a warming coffee at the Mirador del 

Estrecho café, we were caught up in a swirl of Griffon Vultures, leaving their roosts as the air warmed. We took 

a slight detour to an old raptor watchpoint to try and match their height and were treated to fantastic views as 

the ‘swarm’ briefly enveloped where we stood. We could see many more groups of dozens of vultures forming 

over the hilltop all around us. 

 

After our comfort break, we headed to the more developed watchpoint at Cazalla, where we took our picnic 

lunch overlooking the broad sweep of Tarifa Bay, and the island where we had spent our morning. More vulture 

groups passed over, interspersed with late-migrating Booted and Short-toed Eagles, and even an unexpected 

Egyptian Vulture. Visitor-Centre host Diego told us excitedly that one of the groups we had just missed had 

contained a Rüppell´s Vulture! We had been unlucky, but it increased our hope of catching up with one of these 

rare African visitors later in the trip. 
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Unfortunately, we could see the clouds rolling in, so our next stop was to be in the rain!  We elected to visit the 

disused saltpans at Barbate, where hopefully wetland birds would be enjoying the conditions!   

 

On our arrival we immediately had a Western Osprey sailing past close to the vans, as well as several Stone-

curlews in flight. Calandra and Lesser Short-toed Larks foraged in the fields. Waders included Sanderling, 

Dunlin, Common Ringed and Kentish Plover, Whimbrel, Common Redshank and Common Greenshank, and 

we also had nice views of Eurasian Spoonbill and numerous roosting groups of Audouin´s Gull, once the 

world´s rarest gull, now doing well here in one of their most important wintering grounds. 

 

Making a brief visit to some irrigated field on the way back to our home, we managed to find a group of several 

Northern Bald Ibis! These wild birds are the product of a successful reintroduction programme in the area, and 

the small group of eight birds we were lucky enough to observe at close quarters represent a significant 

proportion of the remaining wild population of around 1000 birds, distributed between here, Morocco, and 

Turkey.  We were also pleasantly surprised by sight of a group of Mouflon moving through a nearby woodland. 

 

With that, it was time to call an end to an incredible day and head back to our lodgings in good time to dry off 

for dinner! 

Day 5 Friday 9th November 

A bright sunny morning greeted us, so we headed down to the coast to enjoy some of the excellent intertidal 

habitat at Los Lances nature reserve. Here we enjoyed Bar-tailed Godwit, Red Knot, Sanderling, Dunlin, Little 

Stint, Grey, Common Ringed and Kentish Plover as well as Western Osprey, and groups of Cory´s Shearwater 

and Northern Gannet out to sea. 

 

But on this perfect, still day, we knew the vultures would soon be crossing the short but treacherous distance 

across the Straits to Africa, so we headed high up into the hills to get as close to them as we could. As we arrive 

at the raptor watchpoint at El Cabrito, large groups were low around us, and we watched them drift up and 

down the coast, testing the wind and their own physical fitness and making decisions about where to cross. It is 

only young vultures that migrate, so every bird here was attempting the southbound crossing for the first and 

only time. Repeatedly, we watched groups set off, only to lose height and confidence and turn back. But 

excitingly, we were able to witness some groups dwindle away until they were just specks, still high in the sky, so 

we knew they had made it! This was a thrilling insight into the challenges of migration for such a large bird, and 

we were grateful to have a renowned expert like Alex to narrate the proceedings. 

 

At Sanctuario raptor watchpoint we took our picnic lunch in the sun. As we tucked into the daily delicious 

spread of local cheeses and hams, salads, olives, Spanish omelette, freshly-baked bread, fruit juices and wine, a 

river of vultures was passing high over our heads, heading east towards Tarifa to join the birds we had witnessed 

earlier.  

 

After a pleasant stop at a seaside café in the village of Bolonia, we found our coffee and ice-cream levels suitably 

replenished and headed out high into the hills above the village. Here, we spent our last part of the day enjoying 

the fantastic scenes of the vulture roosting area at La Zarga. Here, 100 or so pairs of Griffon Vultures breed, and 

the dramatic cliff face serves as a roosting area for most of the area´s resident vultures throughout the year. 
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We were immediately thrilled by the close views of these impressive birds circling low over our heads, but just to 

escalate the experience still further, it wasn´t long before we picked out a much-sought-after Rüppell´s Vulture 

roosting upon a ledge! The similarities between these birds and their close European relative the Griffon Vulture 

can make ID difficult, but the all-over chocolate brown and vermiculated feathers of this adult bird (a rare age 

class to encounter!) left us in no doubt. As we enjoyed our find, we were also lucky enough to see a young 

Egyptian Vulture and two Black Kites, both unexpected late migrants. And to finish our day, suddenly we were 

joined by a Bonelli´s Eagle and a Peregrine Falcon, the area´s two ultimate killing machines! 

Day 6 Saturday 10th November 

We started today with a mini-twitch! For the third year running, a plucky little Yellow-browed Warbler 

(nicknamed ´Billie´ for his Spanish name mosquitero bilistado!) had been recorded frequenting a copse near our 

base. We visited his usual hang-out and it didn´t take many minutes before we heard his characteristic call, and 

soon he was right there above us, bold eye stripe and wing bars showing well. 

 

We then went on to explore the wet farmland habitat at La Janda. The erstwhile Laguna de La Janda has long 

since been drained for agriculture – widely considered to be Spain´s biggest ecological disaster – but traces of its 

former glory live on in the rice paddies and drainage ditch networks of today. 

 

Our first stop brought us the spectacle of hundreds of Common Cranes and White Storks making use of the glut 

of food brought by the recent rice harvest. We enjoyed views of a Black-winged Kite and many Marsh Harriers 

hunting over the fields. In the ditches and field edges, Penduline Tits, Reed Buntings and Common Chiffchaffs 

were numerous. A young Bluethroat showed briefly. We spent time going through the many hundreds of 

Northern Lapwings for a recently found rarity, and in the end our diligence paid off with brief glimpses of the 

wintering Sociable Plover in flight! As we progressed along the tracks, we caught up with a second Black-winged 

Kite, which perched obligingly on powerlines giving us superb views. 

 

But the high point was to come at our lunch stop overlooking the pasture area of the farm. On our arrival, we 

were pleased enough to be greeted by Marsh and Hen Harriers and Red Kite, but the raptors just kept on 

coming! We counted 12 species in just 20 minutes, including Common Buzzard, Bonelli´s Eagle, Black Kite, 

Short-toed, Booted and Bonelli´s Eagles, Long-legged Buzzard (another unusual African visitor) and, to our joy, 

excellent prolonged views of two different Spanish Imperial Eagles! 

 

We finished an extraordinary day on the farm observing flocks of literally thousands of House and Spanish 

Sparrows, and fields where the afternoon sun lent a peachy hue to hundreds of White Storks and Eurasian 

Spoonbills. 

 

We returned to Huerta Grande for our last rustic Andaluz meal, featuring a juicy chicken paella and homemade 

lemon cheesecake, and reminisced about the trip´s many highlights over a glass of local sweet sherry. 

Day 7 Sunday 11th November 
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For those that wished, we made use of a little free time on our last morning to take a short walk around the 

wooded grounds of our eco-lodge base. Here we enjoyed our last views and sounds of local residents and 

wintering birds such as Crested Tits, Serins, Blackcaps, Common Chiffchaffs and a very obliging Firecrest. 

 

We said our goodbyes to the team at Huerta Grande, and to those who were staying on for further Spanish 

adventures, and made our way to Málaga airport, taking with us happy memories of an action-packed trip full of 

great food, superb views, and incredible birding! 

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. 

Social Media 

We’re social! Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and be the first to hear about the launch of new 

tours, offers and exciting sightings and photos from our recently returned holidays.  

 

 

Griffin Vulture roost at Sierra de la Zarga 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
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Species Lists 

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

      November 

  Common name Scientific name 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

1 Common Crane Grus grus           500+   

2 Greylag Goose  Anser anser              

3 Red-breasted Merganser Mergus serrator       2       

4 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos              

5 Red-legged Partridge  Alectoris rufa             

6 Cory's Shearwater  Calonectris diomedea borealis       5000      

7 Balearic Shearwater  Puffinus mauretanicus              

8 Greater Flamingo  Phoenicopterus roseus              

9 Black Stork  Ciconia nigra              

10 White Stork  Ciconia ciconia          

11 Northern Bald Ibis Geronticus eremita              

12 Glossy Ibis  Plegadis falcinellus           2000   

13 Eurasian Spoonbill  Platalea leucorodia          354   

14 Black-crowned Night Heron  Nycticorax nycticorax              

15 Western Cattle Egret  Bubulcus ibis         

16 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea          

17 Great Egret  Ardea alba              

18 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta            

19 Northern Gannet  Morus bassanus             

20 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo            

21 Western Osprey  Pandion haliaetus            

22 Black-winged Kite  Elanus caeruleus              

23 Egyptian Vulture  Neophron percnopterus             

24 Rüppell's Vulture  Gyps rueppellii              

25 Griffon Vulture  Gyps fulvus  200  1000+ 300+  

26 Short-toed Snake Eagle  Circaetus gallicus            

27 Booted Eagle  Hieraaetus pennatus            

28 Spanish Imperial Eagle  Aquila adalberti              

29 Bonelli's Eagle  Aquila fasciata            

30 Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus            

31 Western Marsh Harrier  Circus aeruginosus              

32 Hen harrier Circus circus              

33 Red Kite  Milvus milvus              

34 Black Kite  Milvus migrans             

35 Atlas Long-legged Buzzard Buteo rufinus cirtensis              

36 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo             

37 Purple Swamphen  Porphyrio porphyrio              

38 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus              

39 Eurasian Stone-curlew  Burhinus oedicnemus              

40 Black-winged Stilt  Himantopus himantopus              

41 Sociable Plover Vanellus gregarius              

42 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus              

43 Grey Plover  Pluvialis squatarola              

44 Common Ringed Plover  Charadrius hiaticula            

45 Little Ringed Plover  Charadrius dubius              

46 Kentish Plover  Charadrius alexandrinus             

47 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago              
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      November 

  Common name Scientific name 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

48 Bar-tailed Godwit  Limosa lapponica              

49 Whimbrel  Numenius phaeopus              

50 Common Redshank  Tringa totanus              

51 Common Greenshank  Tringa nebularia            

52 Green Sandpiper  Tringa ochropus              

53 Ruddy Turnstone  Arenaria interpres              

54 Red Knot  Calidris canutus              

55 Sanderling  Calidris alba             

56 Little Stint  Calidris minuta              

57 Dunlin  Calidris alpina             

58 Great skua Stercorarius skua              

59 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus           

60 Audouin's Gull  Ichthyaetus audouinii             

61 Yellow-legged Gull  Larus michahellis           

62 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus            

63 Sandwich Tern  Thalasseus sandvicensis             

64 Rock Dove / Feral Pigeon Columba livia       

65 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus       

66 Stock Dove Columba oenas              

67 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto          

68 Tawny Owl  Strix aluco          

69 Common Kingfisher  Alcedo atthis            

70 Eurasian Hoopoe  Upupa epops              

71 Great Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos major            

72 Iberian Green Woodpecker  Picus sharpei              

73 Lesser Kestrel  Falco naumanni              

74 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus       

75 Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus             

76 Iberian Grey Shrike  Lanius meridionalis             

77 Eurasian Jay  Garrulus glandarius            

78 Red-billed Chough  Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax            

79 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula            

80 Northern Raven  Corvus corax           

81 European Crested Tit  Lophophanes cristatus          

82 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus       

83 Great Tit  Parus major        

84 Penduline Tit Remiz pendulinus              

85 Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis             

86 Woodlark  Lullula arborea             

87 Thekla Lark  Galerida theklae            

88 Crested Lark  Galerida cristata          

89 Calandra Lark  Melanocorypha calandra             

90 Lesser Short-toed Lark  Alaudala rufescens              

91 Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica              

92 Eurasian Crag Martin  Ptyonoprogne rupestris          

93 Red-rumped Swallow  Cecropis daurica              

94 Cetti's Warbler  Cettia cetti           

95 Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus              

96 Common Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita       

97 Yellow-browed Warbler Phylloscopus inornatus              

98 Zitting Cisticola  Cisticola juncidis            
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      November 

  Common name Scientific name 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

99 Eurasian Blackcap  Sylvia atricapilla          

100 Dartford Warbler  Sylvia undata             

101 Sardinian Warbler  Sylvia melanocephala       

102 Common Firecrest  Regulus ignicapilla          

103 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes         

104 Short-toed Treecreeper  Certhia brachydactyla        

105 Spotless Starling  Sturnus unicolor        

106 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula       

107 Song Thrush Turdus philomelos              

108 Mistle Thrush  Turdus viscivorus            

109 Common Bluethroat Luscinia svecica              

110 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula       

111 Black Redstart  Phoenicurus ochruros       

112 Blue Rock Thrush  Monticola solitarius            

113 European Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola        

114 Northern Wheatear  Oenanthe oenanthe              

115 Black Wheatear  Oenanthe leucura              

116 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus       

117 Spanish Sparrow  Passer hispaniolensis              

118 Rock Sparrow  Petronia petronia              

119 Grey Wagtail  Motacilla cinerea             

120 White Wagtail  Motacilla alba          

121 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis          

122 Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra              

123 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs       

124 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris          

125 Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina           

126 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis          

127 European Serin  Serinus serinus        

128 Eurasian Siskin  Spinus spinus            

129 Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus              

130 Corn Bunting  Emberiza calandra          

131 Rock Bunting  Emberiza cia              

132 Cirl Bunting  Emberiza cirlus          

Mammals                 

1 Striped Dolphin Stenella coeruleoalba   


  

2 Spanish Ibex Capra pyrenaica 


    

3 Fallow Deer Dama dama  


   

4 Mouflon Ovis orientalis   


  

5 Pipistrelle spp  Pipistrellus spp 
    



6 European Otter (footprints) Lutra lutra    


 

7 Egyptian Mongoose (footprints) Herpestes ichneumon    


 

Reptiles & Amphibians   
      

1 Mediterranean Tree Frog Hyla meridionalis  


   

2 Common Toad Bufo bufo  


   

3 Gibraltar Fire Salamander Salamandra salamandra   


  

4 Moorish Gecko Tarentola mauretanica 
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      November 

  Common name Scientific name 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

Sealife 
        

1 Ocean Sunfish Molo mola   


  

2 Mediterranean Marlin Tetrapturus belone   


  

Invertebrates 
        

1 Migrant Hawker Aeshna mixta 


    

2 Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta   







3 Painted Lady Vanessa cardui 





  

4 Clouded Yellow Colias croceus 



 

 

5 Small White Pieris rapae   







6 Speckled Wood Pararge aegeria  
   



7 Monarch Danaus plexippus    


 

 

Cory’s Shearwaters 


