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Tour Leaders  Ian Nicholson  - Naturetrek Leader & Ornithologist 

   Dave Smith   - Naturetrek Leader & Ornithologist 

 

Participants  Chris Dyer    

   Frances Dyer    

   James Parrish    

   Margaret Parrish    

   Sandy Robertson   

   Sheila Robertson   

   Ronnie Robertson   

   Margaret Robertson   

   Sue Spencer    

   Dave Fussell   

   Heather Shirley    

   Don Robinson    

   Deborah Askew    

   Jackie Rose    

Summary 

This short holiday in the Camargue region gave a good insight into the wildlife to be found in the varied habitats 

to be found within easy reach of our base near Arles. The marshes and reed beds of the Camargue itself, along 

with the stony arid landscape of La Crau and the limestone hills of Les Alpilles, not to mention the extensive salt 

pans and lagoons, are home to a remarkable variety of species, including birds, dragonflies, butterflies and plants. 

It is an excellent area for a first experience of an overseas wildlife watching holiday! 

Day 1 Wednesday 9th May 

Weather warm and sunny 

Nine of the group, along with the two leaders, caught the 11.25 flight from Gatwick to Montpellier, and met up 

with Sandy, Sheila, Ronnie and Margaret who had spent the previous few days travelling independently in 

France. The minibuses were organized very efficiently, and we were soon on the road heading towards Arles.  

Along the way we say many flamingos, and also plenty of Black-winged Stilts and Little Egrets, all of which 

would become very familiar over the next few days.  

 

We had made good time, so we decided on a brief stop at a location which has been very good for Bee-eaters in 

the past, as it would only take us a short distance out of our way.  There were fewer Bee-eaters than usual at the 

colony, but we saw about eight of these exotic looking birds, in addition to a couple of Common Buzzards, one 

of which was being mobbed by a Kestrel. 
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On arriving at the hotel, the rooms were allocated and Ian and Dave then set off to the supermarket to buy the 

food for tomorrow’s picnic. This took longer than anticipated, because a new supermarket had opened that very 

morning, and half the town seemed to be there having a look round! Eventually the supplies were bought and 

paid for, and back at the hotel we met up with Heather, who had driven from Basel to join the group, and we all 

enjoyed a drink on the terrace before dinner. 

Day 2 Thursday 10th May 

Weather warm & sunny after early mist 

The plan today was to make our way down the western side of the Camargue, stopping at several locations along 

the way. The first planned stop was to be at Mas d’Agon, but as usually happens we made a couple of 

unscheduled stops on the way, one to look at a flock of Mediterranean Gulls in a roadside field, and the other 

when three Cuckoos were seen chasing one another near some farm buildings. Those in the front of the leading 

minibus were surprised to see a Red Squirrel dash across the road in front of us. 

 

When we arrived at Mas d’Agon, there were plenty of Purple Herons to be seen, along with Grey Herons, three 

Great White Egrets, a Marsh Harrier, several Red-crested Pochards and more Great Reed Warblers than we have 

ever seen before at this location, or anywhere else for that matter! Two Bitterns were heard booming, but were 

not seen, and a Squacco Heron was seen briefly by some of the group. In addition, there were at least five 

Bearded Tits in the reed bed near the farm, and we also saw a couple of Blue-headed Wagtails at the roadside. 

There was plenty to be seen, but after about 90 minutes we really had to move on… Our next stop was at the 

Bee-eater site which we had visited briefly the previous afternoon, and this time there were about 12 birds 

present, and they gave closer views than yesterday. Also here were a Short-toed Lark, a couple of Common 

Terns, a Marsh Harrier, and several Nightingales and Cetti’s Warblers. 

 

Moving on again, we arrived at the Parc Ornithologique near Stes Marie de la Mere. It was lunchtime, so the 

picnic was unpacked and we made use of the picnic tables, of which there were more this year, before taking a 

walk around some of the lagoons. The big attraction here is the closeness of the flamingos which come to preen 

and rest, and everyone was able to get plenty of photographs of these spectacular birds. The heron and egret 

colony seems to get bigger every year, as does the colony of Mediterranean and Black-headed Gulls, with a few 

Common Terns thrown in. The Little Tern colony seemed to have been displaced by gulls this year, although the 

parc staff told us that they have simply moved to another island in a more distant part of the reserve. We did see 

two, so they are clearly still in the area.  

 

We also saw several Black-winged Stilts at their nests, as well as about 30 Avocets and a White Stork which had 

built its nest on top of one of the aviaries housing the small collection of captive birds, most of which are injured 

birds which will never be fit enough to be returned to the wild. Only one Sacred Ibis was seen this year, unlike 

previous years. These birds are descended from escapes from captivity, and are not popular with the reserve 

authorities as they compete with native egrets for nest sites, and will also take the eggs and young of these 

species. They are now fairly widespread in southern and western France. 
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We had an early return to the hotel today, as we planned to go out after dinner to attempt to see an Eagle Owl. 

We were in position near the crags by about 8.15pm, and it wasn’t too long before we heard an owl calling. 

Shortly afterwards we saw an owl very briefly, but it flew out of sight round an outcrop of rock. On moving 

further along the track we were able to see it clearly, albeit a little distantly, perching on a boulder, and we 

watched it for some time until the light failed.  Before we went we heard the churring song of a Nightjar not far 

from us, although we didn’t see it. 

 

Day 3 Friday 11th May 

Weather hot & sunny with light SW wind  

Today dawned bright and sunny, without the early mist of yesterday, and a pre-breakfast walk along the lane by 

the hotel produced two displaying Lapwings, two Short-toed Larks, a Common Tern and a Short-toed Eagle.  

After breakfast we headed off towards the large reserve at Marais de Viguerat, planning to stop along the way at 

a place which can be good for Roller and Montagu’s Harrier, amongst other species. On arriving at this spot, we 

almost immediately found three Rollers, chasing one another and displaying over the fields and perching on the 

fence posts giving excellent views. Two Marsh Harriers were also seen, along with at least two Common 

Buzzards and several Black Kites, but the Montagu’s Harriers failed to put in an appearance.  

  

Moving on to the Marais de Viguerat, there were several Bee-eaters along the entrance road, and a White Stork 

was at its nest close to the car park. On the short walk between the car park and the reception building we had 

an excellent view of a singing Melodious Warbler. On entering the reserve, it was evident that the area had 

suffered a fairly dry spring, as some of the places normally inhabited by herons and egrets were completely dry.  

Nevertheless, we managed to see a couple of Purple Herons and a flock of eight Spoonbills, as well as a few 

Little and Cattle Egrets. Some of the group found four Wood Sandpipers on one of the pools, and single Pied 

and Spotted Flycatchers were also seen. 

 

We had lunch at the sheltered picnic area adjacent to the car park, lunch being supplemented by some excellent 

Bakewell Tart brought from home by Sheila, and then returned to the vehicles to drive south, crossing the 

Rhone on the ferry, and then driving further south through the salt workings to the coast at Piemanson. We had 

several stops to look for gulls and waders, and were rewarded with four Slender-billed Gulls, in addition to 

Kentish and Ringed Plovers, Dunlin, Curlew Sandpiper, Sanderling and Little Stint, and also Common and Little 

Terns. Some of the group had a brief paddle in the sea before we began the drive back to the hotel which took 

approximately an hour. After a drink on the patio and another excellent evening meal, it was time to say 

goodnight after an excellent day. 

Day 4 Saturday 12th May 

Weather mainly sunny, with a strong N wind later 

Today was to be a complete change from the wetlands which we had been visiting for the previous couple of 

days. We had an earlier breakfast before setting of to visit La Crau, and stony semi-desert which was the estuary 

of the River Durance before it changed its course thousands of years ago. If the weather is hot an early start is 

essential, as the heat haze makes viewing extremely difficult as soon as the sun is high in the sky. 
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As we approached the car park we travelled slowly in the hope of possibly seeing some interesting birds, and we 

were rewarded with excellent views of a female Red-backed Shrike. Also seen in the area were several Turtle 

Doves and Bee-eaters, and a couple of Melodious Warblers were heard. 

 

On arriving at the car park at Peau de Meau, the first thing that we noticed was a large flock of sheep being 

moved by a shepherd and three dogs. The sheep spend the winter on La Crau, and in spring are taken to the 

higher pastures for the summer, and our visit coincided with the annual round up. We were fortunate enough to 

see a Southern Grey Shrike perching on one of the low bushes, and as we watched some of the group saw it 

catch a large insect and impale it on a thorn on the bush. We also had excellent views of several Tawny Pipits 

and Crested Larks, plus a Short-toed Lark and a Hoopoe which flew quickly past us. We were hoping to find 

Stone Curlews, and scanning round a usually productive area, Heather found one for us. It turned out that there 

were actually two close together, and although they were sometimes difficult to see, eventually everyone was able 

to get a reasonable view. 

 

On the way out of the area a female Golden Oriole shot across the road giving the briefest of views, but we were 

unable to locate the male which was heard briefly singing. We therefore continued on our way towards our 

lunchtime stop at La Caume in Les Alpilles, a range of limestone hills to the north of the Camargue, and on 

arriving, quickly claimed a table, as the site often becomes quite busy. After lunch we walked up to the ridge 

overlooking the next valley, but the hoped for raptors did not put in an appearance. We did manage to see 

several Alpine Swifts, plus two Subalpine Warblers, as well as Swallowtail and Scarce Swallowtail butterflies, and 

on returning to the car park, found two Crested Tits in the pine trees. 

 

By now the wind was blowing quite strongly, so we decided to return to the hotel for a brief siesta, and then take 

a walk along the track by the hotel. Afternoon tea served by Bruno and Marie-Jo was very welcome, and the walk 

afterwards produced a couple of Rollers, and several hundred swifts immediately over the hotel. We enjoyed our 

last evening meal and a few drinks before retiring after a long day. 

Day 5 Sunday 13th May 

Weather sunny with a fresh NE wind 

This morning some of the group wished to visit the historic sites in Arles, whilst others wanted a final mornings 

birding. The plan therefore was to drop off Sandy, Sheila, James and both Margarets by the entrance to the old 

city, and the rest of the group would then carry on to the Etang de Vaccares where we hoped to find some 

Black-necked Grebes to add to the list of species seen. Fortunately the plan worked perfectly, as we found about 

five of these attractive grebes at our first stop, and about four more at the next stop. There was also a 

considerably larger number of Great Crested Grebes, and a few Grey Herons and Shelduck.   

 

Having succeeded in this plan, we decided to visit Mas d’Agon on the way back to Arles in the hope of seeing a 

few terns, which were surprisingly absent when we first went there on Thursday. Again, this plan succeeded, with 

views of Black Terns, Whiskered Terns, a single Gull-billed Tern, as well as the usual egrets and herons. We then 

drove back to Arles to pick up the remainder of the group, and returned to the hotel, where we ate our final 

picnic of the week, indoors, due to the strong breeze making it difficult to lay the tables outside! 

 



The Camargue in Spring Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     June 12 5 
 

We said our goodbyes to Heather who was setting off for the long drive back to Basel, and then loaded the 

minibuses for our own drive to the airport, which passed uneventfully. We did manage to see quite a few Black 

Kites on the way, plus some Glossy Ibises in one of the rice fields. At the airport, all was going well until it was 

announced that there was a technical problem with the aircraft, which meant it couldn’t be flown. By the time a 

replacement had arrived we were over four hours late taking off, meaning that some of the group had to spend 

the night in hotels at Gatwick before continuing home the following morning.  

 

Despite this problem, we all agreed that this had been an excellent short break in southern France, with plenty of 

birds seen, and helped by good weather and great company. 

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

      May 

  Common name Scientific name 9 10 11 12 13 

1 Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus   c10       

2 Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis   2       

3 Black-necked Grebe Podiceps nigricollis         c12 

4 Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo   2 1     

5 Bittern Botaurus stellaris   2H       

6 Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis  30+ 15+ 10+ 10+ 

7 Squacco Heron Ardeola ralloides   1 1     

8 Little Egret Egretta garzetta   10+   

9 Great Egret Ardea alba   3 3   2 

10 Grey Heron Ardea cinerea  20+ c6   2 

11 Purple Heron Ardea purpurea 3 c8 3   2 

12 White Stork Ciconia ciconia   3 8+   1 

13 Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia   1 8     

14 Glossy Ibis Plegadis falcinellus   1     5 

15 Sacred Ibis Threskiornis aethiopicus   1       

16 Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus ruber      

17 Mute Swan Cygnus olor c6 c6 10+   3 

18 Shelduck Tadorna tadorna  2 10+   c8 

19 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos     

20 Gadwall Anas strepera     3     

21 Red-crested Pochard Netta rufina   10+   4   

22 Pochard Aythya ferina   1       

23 Black Kite Milvus migrans 1 3 15+ 20+ c8 

24 Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus   c6 2     

25 Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus     1 1   

26 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo 2 1 2 2 1 

27 Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus   2 1     

28 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus 1 4 c8 c4 c4 

29 Grey Partridge Perdix perdix   1       

30 Red-legged Partridge Alectoris rufa   2   1 1 

31 Common Pheasant Phasianus colchiccus     2     

32 Moorhen Gallinula chloropus    1     

33 Coot Fulica atra       

34 Stone Curlew Burhinus oedicnemus       2   

35 Black-winged Stilt Himantopus himantopus      

36 Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta   30+ 10+     

37 Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula     10+     

38 Kentish Plover Charadrius alexandrinus     c6     

39 Lapwing Vanellus vanellus     6     

40 Sanderling Calidris alba     15+     

41 Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea     c6     

42 Dunlin Calidris alpina     150+     

43 Little Stint                  Calidris minuta     c15     

44 Redshank Tringa totanus     2     

45 Wood Sandpiper Tringa glareola     4     

46 Mediterranean Gull Ichthyaetus melanocephalus      

47 Slender-billed Gull Chroicocephalus genei     4   3 
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 9 10 11 12 13 

48 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus      

49 Yellow-legged Gull Larus cachinnans     

50 Gull-billed Tern Gelochelidon nilotica   2     1 

51 Common Tern Sterna hirundo   30+ 5   c5 

52 Little Tern Sternula albifrons   4 c15     

53 Black Tern Chlidonias niger         2 

54 Whiskered Tern Chlidonias hybridus         2 

55 Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus     

56 Rock Dove / Feral Pigeon Columba livia     

57 Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto     

58 Turtle Dove Streptopelia turtur     2 4 1 

59 Cuckoo Cuculus canorus   3 1 1H   

60 Eagle Owl Bubo bubo   1       

61 Nightjar Caprimulgus europaeus   1H       

62 Common Swift Apus apus    650+ 

63 Alpine Swift Apus melba    c4 

64 Bee-eater Merops apiaster 8 c12 25+ 2 4 

65 Roller Coracias garrulus     3 3   

66 Hoopoe Upupa epops   1   1   

67 Green Woodpecker Picus viridis       1H   

68 Skylark Alauda arvensis     1 6+   

69 Crested Lark Galerida cristata     1 10+   

70 Short-toed Lark Calandrella brachydactyla 1 3 2 1   

71 Crag Martin Ptyonoprogne rupestris       2   

72 Red-rumped Swallow Cecropis daurica     1     

73 Swallow Hirundo rustica     

74 House Martin Delichon urbica     2   

75 Tawny Pipit Anthus campestris       4   

76 Yellow Wagtail Motacilla flava   10+ 10+     

77 Nightingale Luscinia megarhynchos     

78 Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros   1       

79 Blue Rock Thrush Monticola solitarius   1       

80 Fan-tailed Warbler Cisticola juncidis 1 3 2 1 1 

81 Cetti’s Warbler Cettia cetti     

82 Great Reed Warbler Acrocephalus arundinaceus   20+     

83 Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus   c6 2   2 

84 Melodious Warbler Hippolais polyglotta     1 4+   

85 Subalpine Warbler Sylvia cantillans       3   

86 Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla   3 3 1   

87 Sardinian Warbler Sylvia melanocephala   1   1   

88 Pied Flycatcher Ficedula hypoleuca     1     

89 Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata     1     

90 Bearded Tit Panurus biarmicus   5       

91 Crested Tit Lophophanes cristatus       2   

92 Great Tit Parus major   c5 c4 2   

93 Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus     H     

94 Red-backed Shrike Lanius collurio       1   

95 Southern Grey Shrike Lanius meridionalis       1   

96 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris     

97 Golden Oriole Oriolus oriolus       3   

98 Magpie Pica pica     
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 9 10 11 12 13 

99 Jackdaw Corvus monedula     

100 Raven Corvus corax           

101 Carrion Crow Corvus corone      

102 Rook Corvus frugilegus  1   

103 Tree Sparrow Passer montanus   1       

104 House Sparrow Passer domesticus     

105 Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs   c3   10+   

106 Greenfinch Carduelis chloris   2       

107 Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis       

108 Corn Bunting Emberiza calandra   4 3  

109 Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus         1 

Butterflies             

1 Scarce Swallowtail Iphiclides podarlirius       1   

2 Swallowtail Papilio machaon       2   

3 Large White  Pieris brassicae           

3 Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta       1   

5 Speckled Wood Pararge aegeria aegeria   2     

6 Wall Lasiommata megera     1 1   

7 Marbled White Melanargia galathea          

Dragonflies             

1 Banded Demoiselle Calopteryx splendens          

2 Beautiful Demoiselle Calopteryx virgo     1     

3 Copper Demoiselle Calopteryx haemorhoidalis          

4 Blue-tailed Damselfly Ischnura elegans          

5 Emperor  Anax imperator      1   

6 Lesser Emperor Anax parthenope     1     

7 Black-tailed Skimmer Orthetrum cancellatum     1     

Mammals             

1 Coypu  Myocastor coypus         

2 Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus     1 1   

3 Red Squirrel Sciurus vulgaris   1       

4 Brown Hare Lepus europaeus       1   

Reptiles & Amphibians             

1 Moorish Gecko Tarentola mauretanica   1   1   

2  Wall Lizard sp Podarcis sp         

3 Stripeless Tree Frog Hyla meridionalis     H     

4 Marsh Frog Rana ridibunda   H H     

5 European Pond Terrapin Emys orbicularis     2     
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Notable plants 

Aleppo Pine,  Pinus halepensis Stone (Umbrella) Pine,  Pinus pinea 

Italian Cypress,  Cupressus semipervens Juniper sp.,  Juniperus sp. 

Kermes Oak,  Quercus coccifera Holm Oak,  Q.ilex 

White Poplar,  Populus Alba Black Poplar,  P. nigra 

Tamarisk,  Tamarix tetragyna Fig,  Ficus carica 

Olive,  Olea europea Birthwort,  Aristolochia clematitis 

Glasswort sp.,  Salicornia sp. Seablite sp.,  Sueda sp. 

White Mustard,  Sinapis alba White Campion,  Silene latifola 

Prickly  Poppy,  Papaver agemone Common Poppy,  P. rhoeas 

Hairy Buttercup,  Ranunculus sardus Sweet  Alison,  Lobularia maritima 

Spanish  Broom,  Spartium junceum White Clover,  Trifolium repens 

Star Clover,  T. stellatum Euphorbia sp.,  Euphorbia sp. 

Common Mallow,  Malva sylvestris Sage-leaved Cistus,  Cistus salvifolius 

Cistus (pink flowers),  C. creticus White Rock-rose,  Helianthemum appeninum 

Larger  Bindweed,  Catystegia sepium Small-flowered Bugloss,  Echium parviflorum 

Borage,  Borago officinalis Large Blue Alkanet,  Anchusa azurea 

Marjoram,  Origanum vulgare Ribwort Plantain,  Plantago lanceolata 

Red Valerian,  Centranthus ruber Annual Daisy,  Bellis annua 

Milk Thistle,  Silybum marianum Chicory,  Cichorium intybus 

Urospermum,  Urospermum dalechampii Andryala,  Andryala integrifolia 

Salsify,  Tragopogon porrifolius Goat's-beard,  T. pratensis 

Hollow-leaved  Asphodel,  Asphodelus fistulosus Black Bryony,  Tamus communis 

Woody Nightshade,  Solanum dulcamarap Yellow Iris,  Iris pseudacorus 

Giant Reed,  Arundo donax Common Reed,  Phragmites australis 

Common Reedmace,  Typha latifolia  

 


