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Tour Leaders   Ian Nicholson    Naturetrek Ornithologist 

    Dave Smith    Naturetrek Ornithologist 

 

Participants   Bob Crowther 

    Celia Crowther 

    Jean Battle 

    John Lane 

    Rosemary Chapman 

    John Clarkson 

    Barbara Kindred 

    John Rowley 

    Joy Rowley 

    Reg Smart 

    Gwynneth Smart 

    Sue Hodgetts 

    David Rowlands 

    Louise Rowlands 

    Jill Kelly 

    Mark Kelly 

Summary 

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

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 8th May 

Weather warm and sunny 

The whole group, with the exception of Jill and Mark who were meeting us at the hotel, met at Gatwick in plenty 

of time for the 11.25 flight to Montpellier, which was slightly delayed, resulting in us arriving about 30 minutes 

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

Arles. Along the way we saw flamingos, and also plenty of Black-winged Stilts and Little Egrets, all of which 

would become very familiar over the next few days. On arriving at the hotel we were greeted by Bruno and 

Marie-Jo, the rooms were allocated and Ian and Dave then set off to the supermarket to buy the food for 

tomorrow’s picnic. We met for a drink on the hotel terrace where the plans for the tour were discussed, and after 

our evening meal everyone retired for the night fairly early. Several of the group heard two Scops Owls calling 

nearby, probably on the hotel roof, during the night. 
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Day 2 Thursday 9th May 

Mainly overcast, but fairly warm;  Light showers in the evening 

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.  The first was to look at a Great Reed Warbler singing at the roadside (the first of 

several good views of the species today), and the second was to check a dry field for Stone Curlews, which 

another birder had seen there a couple of days previously - none showed themselves today, but a couple of 

Cuckoos showed well. 

 

When we arrived at Mas d’Agon, there were plenty of herons and egrets to be seen, including about six Purple 

Herons, at least eight Great White Egrets, many Little Egrets and one Black-crowned Night Heron which gave 

good views as it flew overhead before landing in a roadside tree.  The reedbeds were alive with Reed and Great 

Reed Warblers, and a Marsh Harrier was seen quartering the area. Three Bitterns were heard booming but were 

not seen.   

 

After just over an hour we moved on to a canal bridge which normally has a Bee-eater colony nearby.  The 

colony seemed smaller and further from the bridge this year, but we managed to see a few of these exotic 

looking birds before it was time to move on again. About 30 Mediterranean Gulls were also present.  

 

Our intention was to have lunch at the Parc Ornithologique at Pont de Gau, but when we arrived it was clear 

that it was very busy. The car park was packed, so an alternative plan had to be adopted. We drove the short 

distance to the roadside lagoons near Cacharel, where the picnic was unpacked and we enjoyed lunch whilst 

watching flamingos, Avocets, Black-winged Stilts and Yellow Wagtails. 

 

After lunch we drove to the Etang de Vaccares, hoping that the large flocks of grebes which frequent the area 

would be in view. We managed to find decent numbers of Great Crested Grebes, but only three Black-necked 

Grebes.  However, there was compensation in the form of excellent views of a White Stork at its nest, feeding a 

chick, as well as several Grey Heron nests in the same tree. Best of all, two Collared Pratincoles flew over our 

heads as we watched the Stork. 

 

We had an early return to the hotel today, as we planned to go out after dinner to attempt to see an Eagle Owl. It 

rained during dinner, but it had almost stopped by the time we intended to leave, and we decided to go out as 

planned. Conditions were fairly murky, and there were none of the usual warblers singing at this location, but 

after a longer wait than usual we saw an Eagle Owl fly from beyond the ridge and land on the cliff face.  By this 

time we could just make out the shape of the owl in the telescopes. We also heard a Nightjar churring and a 

Sardinian Warbler sang briefly. 

 

Day 3 Friday 10th May 

Warm and sunny, with fresh NE wind at times 

Fortunately the rain had cleared overnight, and today dawned dry with a few scattered clouds although a fairly 

strong NE wind was blowing, which was quite cool, until the sun got high in the sky. 
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After breakfast we headed towards the Marais de Vigueirat on the eastern side of the Camargue, with a stop 

along the way at a site which has produced Rollers in previous years. None were to be seen this year, but we did 

manage a Marsh Harrier, a Common Buzzard, four White Storks, about 30 Cattle Egrets and several Black-

winged Stilts. 

 

Moving on to the Marais de Vigueirat, we found Bee-eaters along the entrance track along with a Turtle Dove, 

and on entering the reserve itself we found the water levels much higher than in recent years.  There were plenty 

of Little Egrets and Grey Herons, plus three White Storks, a Squacco Heron, a Marsh Harrier and many Cattle 

Egrets feeding around the feet of a herd of the Camargue white horses. Two Spoonbills were seen distantly, and 

a few Zitting Cisticolas were seen in their characteristic song flight. Some of the group saw four Honey 

Buzzards, probably en route to a destination further north. 

 

We had lunch at the sheltered picnic area adjacent to the car park, and then headed further south, crossing the 

River Rhone by the car ferry at Salin de Giraud, before driving south again towards the beach at Piemanson. We 

had several brief stops on the way to look at waders and gulls, most notably a flock of over 40 Slender-billed 

Gulls. The water level was high, and waders were somewhat thin on the ground, but we managed a flock of 

about ten each of Knot and Sanderling, plus three Redshank, a Little Stint, three Ringed Plovers and a Common 

Sandpiper. Also present were around ten Little Terns and a Sandwich Tern. A Spectacled Warbler was heard 

singing in the low scrub, but in the fairly strong wind it could not be tempted to leave the vegetation and show 

itself. A Whinchat, a Redstart and three Yellow Wagtails were seen in the scrubby bushes at the roadside. The 

drive back to the hotel took just over an hour, after which we enjoyed another excellent evening meal. 

Day 4 Saturday 11th May 

Weather mainly sunny, with a fresh wind early 

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 off to visit La Crau, a 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. 

 

On arriving at Peau de Meau, the first thing that we saw was a Hoopoe which landed in a tree at the edge of the 

car park, giving outstanding views of it raising and lowering its crest and giving its characteristic song.  A Roller 

was seen flying by, along with two more Hoopoes, and a small flock of about eight Bee-eaters was also present. 

One of the main target species here was Stone Curlew, and we eventually managed to find five of these, along 

with several Crested Larks and Skylarks, four Whinchats, and, surprisingly, just one Tawny Pipit, which is usually 

the commonest bird here. 

 

Back at the car park a Corn Bunting was singing, and on the non-bird front we found Banded and Copper 

Demoiselles in the bushes by the bridge.  As we prepared to depart, a flock of sheep flushed two Stone Curlews 

from the long grass, providing us with good flight views. We drove slowly along the exit road, and a Roller was 

seen at the roadside and then on a branch overhanging the road, and a Southern Grey Shrike was seen briefly on 

an abandoned railway truck. 
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Next we drove to the nearby town of St Martin de Crau for a coffee and a comfort stop.  There was some sort of 

local festival taking place, and our way was briefly blocked by a group of Belgian men in red and yellow striped 

costumes, some of them on stilts. It was not clear what was happening, but anyway we managed to get past 

them, only to find that our intended car park at the Eco-museum was closed for repair work. We managed to get 

the vehicles parked and enjoyed a stop of about 40 minutes, before heading towards the picnic site at La Caume 

in Les Alpilles. Whilst waiting for the rest of the group Dave found three Serins in the car park, one of which 

was still present when everyone else arrived. The picnic area was quite busy, but we were able to get a table on 

which to spread the food, and an enjoyable lunch was eaten whilst listening to Goldfinches and Chaffinches in 

the trees.   

 

A walk to the top of the ridge after lunch produced just a single Sparrowhawk, the wind probably being too 

strong for many birds to be active, so we drove via Les Baux to the Aqueduct near Fontveille in the hope that 

this would be more productive.  A Serin sang near the roadside, but not a great deal more was present, and as the 

hotel had promised us tea and cakes on our return, and it was almost time to go back anyway, that is precisely 

what we did.  

Day 5 Sunday 12th May 

Weather sunny with light SW 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 part of the group by the entrance to the old city, and the rest of the 

group would then carry on to Mas d’Agon, returning to pick them at 11.45. We would then return to the hotel 

and have our picnic there, before setting off for the airport.  Reg and Gwynneth were spending a few more days 

in Arles, so we dropped them off at the railway station where they quickly obtained a taxi to their hotel. 

Fortunately the plan worked perfectly.  At Mas d’Agon we found a pair of Wheatears, quickly followed by two 

Common Cuckoos, and then a pair of Great Spotted Cuckoos mating on a fence. At the marsh we heard a 

Bittern booming, and then were surprised to see it fly right over our heads, across the road and back into the 

reedbed. Four Glossy Ibises were feeding, and as we were preparing to leave, a Honey Buzzard flew overhead, 

causing everyone to get out of the vehicles again! We eventually got moving, as we didn’t want to be late 

collecting the rest of the group in Arles, but in one of the dry fields we found a Stone Curlew, so obviously we 

had to stop to admire it for a few moments. The members of the group who visited Arles spent a very pleasant 

morning sightseeing, and in addition were able to add Black Redstart and White Wagtail to the week’s bird list.  

 

After lunch we loaded the vehicles and set off for the airport, stopping on the way at the Etang de Charnier 

where we spent about 40 minutes watching Purple Herons, Whiskered and Black Terns, a Collared Pratincole 

and a Squacco Heron, amongst many others. Eventually we had to call a halt and head for Montpellier, where 

Ian and Dave said goodbye to the group before going to await the next tour group in the arrivals area. 

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. 

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

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

      May 

  Common name Scientific name 8 9 10 11 12 

1 Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus   6+ 3    3  

2 Black-necked Grebe Podiceps nigricollis   3       

3 Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo   1 4 1    

4 Bittern Botaurus stellaris   3H     1  

5 Black-crowned Night Heron Nycticorax nyctirorax  2    

6 Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis c10 C25 50+  20+ 

7 Squacco Heron Ardeola ralloides    4    2 

8 Little Egret Egretta garzetta 2 10+ 25+   

9 Great Egret Ardea alba   10+    8+ 

10 Grey Heron Ardea cinerea 1 12+ c6 1  4 

11 Purple Heron Ardea purpurea 1 12+ 1   5 

12 White Stork Ciconia ciconia   1 12+  C6 3 

13 Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia    2     

14 Glossy Ibis Plegadis falcinellus   10+     6 

15 Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus ruber      

16 Mute Swan Cygnus olor  15+ 30+   4 

17 Shelduck Tadorna tadorna 3  100+   4 

18 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos     

19 Red-crested Pochard Netta rufina   2  6   4 

20 Black Kite Milvus migrans 1 3 15+ 20+ C6 

21 Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus   2 4     

22 Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus      1   

23 Honey Buzzard Pernis apivorus   4  1 

24 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo   2 2 2 

25 Short-toed Eagle Circaetus gallicus    1 1    

26 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus 1 2 1 5 2 

27 Hobby Falco subbuteo   2   

28 Common Pheasant Phasianus colchiccus    1      

29 Moorhen Gallinula chloropus        1 

30 Coot Fulica atra       

31 Oystercatcher Haematopus ostralegus  1   

32 Stone Curlew Burhinus oedicnemus       5  1 

33 Black-winged Stilt Himantopus himantopus  30+ 4   6 

34 Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta  2 4 3     

35 Collared Pratincole Glareola pratincola  2   1 

36 Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula     3     

37 Lapwing Vanellus vanellus    1      

38 Sanderling Calidris alba     10+     

39 Knot Calidris canutus   10+   

40 Little Stint                  Calidris minuta     1     

41 Redshank Tringa totanus     3     

42 Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos     1     

43 Mediterranean Gull Ichthyaetus melanocephalus  100+ 100+  C20 

44 Slender-billed Gull Chroicocephalus genei     50+    

45 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus      

46 Yellow-legged Gull Larus cachinnans     

47 Gull-billed Tern Gelochelidon nilotica    3    2 
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 8 9 10 11 12 

48 Sandwich Tern Sterna sandvicensis   1  1 

49 Common Tern Sterna hirundo   5    2 

50 Little Tern Sternula albifrons   2 c10    1 

51 Black Tern Chlidonias niger         1 

52 Whiskered Tern Chlidonias hybridus   5   1   3 

53 Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus     

54 Rock Dove / Feral Pigeon Columba livia     

55 Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto     

56 Turtle Dove Streptopelia turtur     2 1  

57 Cuckoo Cuculus canorus   4 1H   2H 

58 Great Spotted Cuckoo Clamator glandarius     2 

59 Eagle Owl Bubo bubo   1       

60 Scops Owl Otus scops 2H 1H 1H 1H  

61 Nightjar Caprimulgus europaeus   1H       

62 Common Swift Apus apus    100+ 500+ 

63 Kingfisher Alcedo atthis   1   

64 Bee-eater Merops apiaster 2 10 30+ 10 2 

65 Roller Coracias garrulus      2   

66 Hoopoe Upupa epops 1     4   

67 Green Woodpecker Picus viridis      1    

68 Gt Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopus major    1H  

69 Skylark Alauda arvensis    6  12+  8+ 

70 Crested Lark Galerida cristata   2   2   

71 Sand Martin Riparia riparia   3  1000+ 

72 Swallow Hirundo rustica     500+ 

73 House Martin Delichon urbica   10+ 20+   100+ 

74 Tawny Pipit Anthus campestris       1H   

75 White Wagtail Motacilla alba     1 

76 Yellow Wagtail Motacilla flava   4 5     

77 Nightingale Luscinia megarhynchos     

78 Redstart Phoenicurus phoenicurus   1  

79 Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros        3  

80 Whinchat Saxicola rubetra   1 4  

81 Northern Wheatear Oenanthe oenanthe     2 

82 Blackbird Turdus merula  1H 1   

83 Fan-tailed Warbler Cisticola juncidis 1 8+ 1  1 

84 Cetti’s Warbler Cettia cetti 1H 8+H 6+H 1H 4H 

85 Great Reed Warbler Acrocephalus arundinaceus   20+     4H 

86 Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus   C4    C4 

87 Melodious Warbler Hippolais polyglotta     3    

88 Spectacled Warbler Sylvia conspicillata       1H   

89 Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla    2H    

90 Sardinian Warbler Sylvia melanocephala   1H   1+2H   

91 Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus   1   

92 Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata      1    

93 Great Tit Parus major    1 2   

94 Red-backed Shrike Lanius collurio  1        

95 Southern Grey Shrike Lanius meridionalis       1   

96 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris     

97 Jay Garrulus glandarius    2 

98 Magpie Pica pica      
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 8 9 10 11 12 

99 Jackdaw Corvus monedula     

100 Carrion Crow Corvus corone      

101 Tree Sparrow Passer montanus   C5       

102 House Sparrow Passer domesticus     

103 Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs      8+   

104 Greenfinch Carduelis chloris    1H  1H    

105 Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis    1  8+ 2 

106 Corn Bunting Emberiza calandra   2 4 1  

107 Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus       1   

Butterflies             

1 Scarce Swallowtail Iphiclides podarlirius          

2 Swallowtail Papilio machaon          

3 Large White  Pieris brassicae           

4 Green-veined White Pieris napi      

5 Clouded Yellow Colias crocea      

6 Common Blue Polyommatus icarus      

7 Painted Lady Vanessa cardui      

8 Speckled Wood Pararge aegeria aegeria        

9 Southern Marbled White Melanargia lachesis          

Dragonflies             

1 Banded Demoiselle Calopteryx splendens          

2 Beautiful Demoiselle Calopteryx virgo          

3 Copper Demoiselle Calopteryx haemorhoidalis          

4 Blue-tailed Damselfly Ischnura elegans          

5 Black-tailed Skimmer Orthetrum cancellatum          

6 White-tailed Skimmer Orthetrum albistylum      

7 Scarlet Darter Crocothemis erythrea      

8 Scarce Chaser Libellula fulva      

9 Broad-bodied Chaser Libellula depressa      

Mammals             

1 Coypu  Myocastor coypus    3    1 

2 Red Fox Vulpes vulpes      1    

Reptiles & Amphibians             

1 Dice Snake Natrix tessellata   1      

2 Green Lizard Podarcis sp     4 1  

3 Stripeless Tree Frog Hyla meridionalis   H  H H    

4 Marsh Frog Rana ridibunda   H 1 H    

5 European Pond Terrapin Emys orbicularis     3     

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 
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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  

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! Species List 

 

http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Naturetrek-Wildlife-Holidays/9765181485

