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Tour participants: Ian Nicholson (leader) with five Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

This short tour focussed largely on the rich variety of birds found in the vast wetland areas of the Camargue, but 

we also visited other habitats including farmland, scrub and the very arid semi-desert of La Crau. The strong 

wind on the first day of the tour made birding somewhat difficult, but we made the best of it and managed to 

find most of the special birds of the Camargue during our stay. 

Day 1 Wednesday 2nd May 

After a flight from the UK, we landed at Montpellier, collected our minibus and set off towards our hotel just 

north of Arles, a journey of just under an hour. Along the way we saw several flocks of Greater Flamingoes, 

which would become a familiar sight over the next few days, as well as Glossy Ibises, Little and Cattle Egrets and 

a couple of Black Kites. On arrival at the hotel we met our hosts Bruno and Marie-Jo, and rooms were allocated. 

After an excellent evening meal we retired for the night, looking forward to our first full day in the Camargue. 

Day 2 Thursday 3rd May 

We awoke to find a strong northerly wind (the Mistral) blowing, but nevertheless some of us took a pre-

breakfast walk along the track beside the hotel. Most of the smaller birds were keeping low in the vegetation, but 

we heard several Nightingales and Cetti's Warblers singing, as well as a Melodious Warbler, and saw a number of 

Cattle Egrets and a Common Buzzard which had a nest in a tall pine tree. 

 

After breakfast we set off along the western side of the Camargue, planning to stop first at Mas d'Agon, an area 

of reedbeds and open water. The wind was blowing harder now, although it was bright and sunny. It was 

difficult to hear any birds singing, but we heard some Eurasian Reed Warblers, and some of us had a brief view 

of a Bearded Reedling before it dived back into dense cover. A Marsh Harrier was hunting over the reedbeds and 

a flock of about 15 Whiskered Terns entertained us as they battled with the wind, attempting to pick insects 

from the surface of the water. Several pairs of Great Crested Grebes were also seen, in addition to Great, Little 

and Cattle Egrets. 

 

After about an hour we set off towards our next destination, stopping on the way to look at a flock of birds in a 

rice paddy. There was a mixture of Black-headed and Mediterranean Gulls, allowing us to observe their 

identification points, in addition to several Gull-billed Terns and around 20 Glossy Ibises. We arrived at the Parc 

Ornithologique at Pont de Gau about 11.45am, which was a little early for lunch so we had a look around the 

large aviaries which contained injured birds which can never be returned to the wild. We also took the 

opportunity to photograph the White Stork on its nest on top of the remains of an old aviary, which it uses every 

year in preference to the platform which has been erected specifically for it. 

 

We had our picnic in the most sheltered spot that we could find, and then set off to walk around part of this 

large reserve. We spent some time at a mixed colony containing Grey Herons and Cattle and Little Egrets, with 

young at various stages of development. We also had very close views of the numerous Greater Flamingoes 

which use the Parc for feeding, roosting and preening. Black-winged Stilts were nesting on several small islands, 
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Pied Avocets fed in the shallows, Common and Gull-billed Terns flew back and forth to their nests, and 

Nightingales sang in the hedges and bushes. On our way back to the car park we came across a Black-crowned 

Night Heron near the back of the egret colony.  

 

The wind was still blowing strongly as we headed back towards the hotel, but perhaps not quite as strong as 

earlier in the day, and we hoped for an improvement in the weather tomorrow. 

Day 3 Friday 4th May 

The wind was still blowing this morning, although certainly not as strongly as yesterday, and the forecast was for 

it to gradually ease during the late morning and afternoon. The highlights of the pre-breakfast walk today were a 

Sparrowhawk and a rather distant Turtle Dove, along with the numerous Nightingales which seemed to be 

singing louder than ever. 

 

After breakfast we set off just before 9am to make our way through the eastern part of the Camargue, finishing, 

if time permitted, by the sea at Piemanson. Our first couple of stops were by the Etang de Vaccares, where there 

were lots of Great Crested Grebes, several Yellow Wagtails, a Whinchat and two Common Cuckoos (one heard 

and the other flying low over the reedbeds, possibly looking to lay eggs in Reed Warbler nests). We often see 

Black-necked Grebes here and it looked as though we were going to miss out until we found a small flock of six 

very close to the road, just at the point where the road leaves the water’s edge.  

 

A brief stop at the visitor centre of La Capelliere Nature Reserve produced a White Stork at its nest and a Marsh 

Harrier, while nearby Crested Larks ran around on the road and a handsome male Red-backed Shrike showed 

nicely down a rough track just off the main road. We moved on to an area which has produced Collared 

Pratincole in the past, and although we were out of luck today, we did find another Marsh Harrier, three Short-

toed Snake Eagles, a Purple Heron, another Red-backed Shrike and a Hobby. 

 

The wind had decreased considerably now and we stopped for lunch in the car park at Marais des Grenouillets, 

where a Cuckoo perched obligingly on overhead cables, a Short-toed Snake Eagle came very close and Zitting 

Cisticolas performed their song flights. 

   

Next we drove further south past marshy areas which held Mallards, Shelduck and two Red-crested Pochards, 

and past rice fields (of which there are less in the Camargue these days due to changes in agricultural policy) 

where Mediterranean Gulls and Gull-billed Terns were feeding. Eventually we arrived at the area of salt pans, 

some active and some disused, south of the town of Salin de Giraud, which originally existed solely as a result of 

the salt industry. The disused salt pans are a big draw for wading birds and today we found Redshank, 

Greenshank, Bar-tailed Godwit, Curlew Sandpiper and Dunlin, all feeding here on their way to breeding areas 

much further north. Also here were several hundred Sandwich Terns, a few Little and Common Terns, and lots 

of Avocets and Shelduck. Four gulls resting on a small sandbank caught our eyes and we stopped for a closer 

look, which revealed that they were Slender-billed Gulls - as speciality of this location. We watched them for a 

while, just in case we didn’t find any more further on, but we needn’t have worried. In the end we saw at least 

150 of these attractive gulls with their pink breasts showing well in the bright sunshine, which was the most we 

had seen in all the years we have been visiting the Camargue. Also here we found several Kentish Plovers, 
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Yellow Wagtails and Black-winged Stilts, while Great Crested Grebes and a solitary Black-necked Grebe were on 

the open water with about 30 Mute Swans. 

 

All too soon it was time to head back to our hotel, the wind now having died away completely, and we looked 

forward to a much calmer day tomorrow. 

Day 4 Saturday 5th May 

In complete contrast to the previous two mornings, today dawned very still and rather humid - perfect 

conditions for mosquitos unfortunately, and they were very much in evidence as we set off for our pre-breakfast 

walk - so much so that we abandoned the walk early, having seen very little other than two Red-legged Partridges 

and the usual Swallows, Goldfinches and a Corn Bunting. 

 

Today we set off in an entirely different direction, heading south-east towards La Crau: a dry, stony area which 

used to be the estuary of the River Durance, left behind when the river changed its course many years ago. We 

stopped on the road approaching the car park at an open area surrounded by woodland and scrub, where we saw 

two Rollers and two Woodlarks, and heard but failed to see a Golden Oriole. A Turtle Dove and a Green 

Woodpecker were also here, and we were surprised to see a Booted Eagle fly overhead. Last year’s tour was the 

first time we had seen this species in the Camargue, and here it was again, in exactly the same place! 

 

We parked at the car park by the Canal de Vergieres and walked slowly along the road through the dry landscape. 

Crested Larks and Skylarks sang overhead and Black Kites were much in evidence, but what we were really 

looking for were Stone-curlews and eventually we came across two which gave rather distant views. Back at the 

car park we paused to look at Banded Demoiselles and Blue-tailed Damselflies by the canal before heading to 

our lunch stop at the Marais du Vigueirat. Along the entrance track to this vast nature reserve there were lots of 

Bee-eaters, but there are signs forbidding stopping as it is feared that in the past too many people stopping to 

admire the birds at their colony close to the road has had an adverse effect on breeding success. The colony 

seems to get larger each year, and has now expanded into a new sandy bank, so clearly the birds are very 

successful here. We had lunch at the shaded picnic area, after which we had a brief walk into the reserve where 

we found four Squacco Herons along with two Great Egrets and plenty of Little and Cattle Egrets. 

 

Our final stop was at the southern end of La Crau, where we drove out to a Lesser Kestrel colony and on our 

arrival it was clear that nesting was in full swing. There were around 30 of these gregarious little falcons flying 

around, catching insects on the wing and we also saw one catch a lizard on the ground and take it back to one of 

the nestboxes which have been built into the roofs of old airfield buildings. Also here we found a Hoopoe, 

several Tawny Pipits, a Whinchat and two Stone-curlews which gave rather better views than the two this 

morning. 

 

Eventually we had to call it a day and return to the hotel, where we enjoyed our final evening meal of the holiday. 

Day 5 Sunday 6th May 

We had an earlier breakfast today before saying our goodbyes to Bruno and Marie-Jo and heading for the airport 

at Montpellier. The journey was uneventful and along the way we saw our last Mediterranean Gulls, Glossy 
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Ibises and, of course, Flamingoes. The group checked in for their flight, leaving Carol to wait for her friends with 

whom she was continuing her holiday, and Ian waited for another group to arrive for their holiday. Although the 

weather had not been particularly kind to us on the first day, we managed to see a good variety of birds in this 

unique area of France. 

 

Once back in the UK, another Naturetrek adventure came to an end. 

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!  

 

 

Greater Flamingo 

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; H = heard only) 

      May 

  Common name Scientific name 2 3 4 5 6 

1 Mute Swan  Cygnus olor   2 25+     

2 Common Shelduck  Tadorna tadorna     c100     

3 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos     

4 Red-crested Pochard  Netta rufina     2     

5 Red-legged Partridge  Alectoris rufa       2 2 

6 Common Pheasant  Phasianus colchicus       1   

7 Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps cristatus   6+ c20     

8 Black-necked Grebe  Podiceps nigricollis     7     

9 Greater Flamingo  Phoenicopterus roseus      

10 White Stork  Ciconia ciconia   2 8+ 6+   

11 Glossy Ibis  Plegadis falcinellus      

12 Eurasian Spoonbill  Platalea leucorodia   6       

13 Black-crowned Night Heron  Nycticorax nycticorax   1       

14 Squacco Heron  Ardeola ralloides       4   

15 Western Cattle Egret  Bubulcus ibis      

16 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea   25+   

17 Purple Heron  Ardea purpurea     2     

18 Great Egret  Ardea alba   1 5 2   

19 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta     

20 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo     15+     

21 Short-toed Snake Eagle  Circaetus gallicus     3 1   

22 Booted Eagle  Hieraaetus pennatus       1   

23 Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus     1     

24 Western Marsh Harrier  Circus aeruginosus   1 2     

25 Black Kite  Milvus migrans 2 6+   

26 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo 1 2 2 2   

27 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus         

28 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra     

29 Eurasian Stone-curlew  Burhinus oedicnemus       4   

30 Black-winged Stilt  Himantopus himantopus     

31 Pied Avocet  Recurvirostra avosetta   2 20+     

32 Grey Plover  Pluvialis squatarola     1     

33 Kentish Plover  Charadrius alexandrinus     4     

34 Bar-tailed Godwit  Limosa lapponica     30+     

35 Common Redshank  Tringa totanus     c15     

36 Common Greenshank  Tringa nebularia     2     

37 Wood Sandpiper  Tringa glareola   1       

38 Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos     1     

39 Red Knot  Calidris canutus          

40 Curlew Sandpiper  Calidris ferruginea     c25     

41 Dunlin  Calidris alpina     c40     

42 Slender-billed Gull  Chroicocephalus genei     150+     

43 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus     

44 Mediterranean Gull  Ichthyaetus melanocephalus      

45 Yellow-legged Gull  Larus michahellis     

46 Gull-billed Tern  Gelochelidon nilotica 2   c8     

47 Sandwich Tern  Thalasseus sandvicensis     150+     
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 2 3 4 5 6 

48 Little Tern  Sternula albifrons     4     

49 Common Tern  Sterna hirundo   c10 c20 2   

50 Whiskered Tern  Chlidonias hybrida   c12       

51 Rock Dove / Feral Pigeon Columba livia     

52 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus     

53 European Turtle Dove  Streptopelia turtur     1 1   

54 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto     

55 Common Cuckoo  Cuculus canorus     3 1H   

56 Common Swift  Apus apus     

57 European Roller  Coracias garrulus       2   

58 European Bee-eater  Merops apiaster   6 c6 30+   

59 Eurasian Hoopoe  Upupa epops   1   1   

60 European Green Woodpecker  Picus viridis       1   

61 Lesser Kestrel  Falco naumanni       25+   

62 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus   1 3 2 1 

63 Eurasian Hobby  Falco subbuteo   1 1     

64 Red-backed Shrike  Lanius collurio     2     

65 Eurasian Golden Oriole  Oriolus oriolus       1H   

66 Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica     

67 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula     

68 Carrion Crow  Corvus corone     

69 Rook Corvus frugilegus     

70 Great Tit  Parus major     2 1   

71 Woodlark  Lullula arborea       2   

72 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis        

73 Crested Lark  Galerida cristata   2 4    

74 Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica     

75 Common House Martin  Delichon urbicum        

76 Cetti's Warbler  Cettia cetti   H 1 H   

77 Eurasian Reed Warbler  Acrocephalus scirpaceus   H       

78 Melodious Warbler  Hippolais polyglotta   1H 1 H   

79 Zitting Cisticola  Cisticola juncidis     2 1   

80 Eurasian Blackcap  Sylvia atricapilla       1   

81 Common Starling  Sturnus vulgaris     

82 Common Nightingale  Luscinia megarhynchos   1 H 2   

83 Black Redstart  Phoenicurus ochruros       1   

84 Whinchat  Saxicola rubetra     2 2   

85 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus     

86 Eurasian Tree Sparrow  Passer montanus   1   1   

87 Western Yellow Wagtail  Motacilla flava     4     

88 White Wagtail  Motacilla alba     1     

89 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris          

90 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis     

91 Corn Bunting  Emberiza calandra   2   

Mammals             

1 Coypu  Myocastor coypus   1       

2 Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus          

Butterflies             
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 2 3 4 5 6 

1 Scarce Swallowtail Iphiclides podarlirius       1   

2 Large White  Pieris brassicae       1     

3 Small White Pieris  rapae          

4 Red Admiral Vaness atalanta     1     

5 Glanville Fritillary Melitaea cinxia     1 1   

6 Speckled Wood Pararge aegeria aegeria          

7 Wall Brown Lasiommata megera       1   

Dragonflies & Damselflies             

1 Banded Demoiselle Calopteryx splendens          

2 Blue-tailed Damselfly Ischnura elegans          

Reptiles & Amphibians             

1 Iberian Water Frog Pelophylax perezi   H   H   

2 Moorish Gecko Tarentola mauritanica 3 2 5 1   

 

Pied Avocet 


