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Tour participants: Ian Nicholson and Neil McMahon (Leaders) with 13 Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

This short tour to the Camargue focussed mainly on the huge wetland areas found in the region, but also took in 

visits to other habitats such as farmland, including extensive rice fields, and the arid, stony semi-desert of La 

Crau. We were able to find various “exotic” bird species which are rarely seen in the UK, including Roller, Bee-

eater and Golden Oriole, and well as breeding colonies of herons and egrets and large flocks of waders on the 

salt pans near the coast. 

Day 1 Wednesday 1st May 

The two leaders and eight of the group were travelling on the same flight from Gatwick, which arrived at 

Montpellier just under an hour behind schedule. Here we met two more participants who had travelled to France 

independently and after getting the minibuses organised, we were on our way towards our hotel just outside 

Arles. 

 

Along the way we saw the first of the many flamingos which we would encounter over the next few days, while 

other species seen included Glossy Ibis and Gull-billed Tern, both of which have become more numerous in the 

Camargue in recent years. 

 

On arrival at our hotel we were welcomed by the owners, Pascal and Christine, and shown to our rooms, and we 

also met the three remaining members of the group. After a little time to settle in we met up for a drink and to 

discuss plans for the next few days, before enjoying the first excellent evening meal prepared by Christine. It had 

been a long day for some of us, and most opted for an early night in readiness for a full day in the field 

tomorrow. 

Day 2 Thursday 2nd May 

Two of the group were up early enough to join Ian and Neil on a pre-breakfast birding walk along the track 

beside the hotel. It was a somewhat overcast and breezy morning, but we found some interesting birds including 

Marsh Harrier, Common Buzzard and Black Redstart, plus a reeling Grasshopper Warbler (unusual here) and 

numerous singing Nightingales. 

 

We were back at the hotel just before 8.00am to join the rest of the group for breakfast, and the two leaders then 

had to quickly visit the supermarket for supplies for the picnic lunch. (We would normally do this the previous 

evening, but the shops were closed due to the May Day holiday). This meant we had a slightly delayed start to 

the day’s birding, but we were on our way by about 9.20am. 

 

We planned to head down the western side of the Camargue, stopping at various locations along the way, the 

first scheduled stop being at the disused farmhouse at Ste Cecile, although we did briefly stop a couple of times 

before that to look at Crested Larks, Corn Buntings and some of the famous Camargue black bulls. We drove 

through a couple of light showers, but by the time we arrived at Ste Cecile it had virtually cleared up. We found 
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two Common Cuckoos, a Wheatear and a Kestrel, plus some Tree Sparrows, but none of the hoped-for Stone 

Curlews or Great Spotted Cuckoos which we have found here in the past, so we continued on our way.  

 

Just a couple of hundred metres further on we found two Stone Curlews walking round a ploughed field! We 

stopped and watched them for a while, and while doing so we spotted two Collared Pratincoles in the next field 

– also ploughed – so it was a pretty successful stop. 

 

Time was moving on, so we decided to do the same, and we headed towards the Parc Ornithologique at Pont de 

Gau where we planned to have lunch. By the time we arrived it was definitely lunchtime, so we took the picnic 

things with us and were fortunate enough to find the picnic tables completely unoccupied. The weather had 

brightened up considerably by now, and while having lunch we were serenaded by several Nightingales, a 

Hoopoe flew by and then started calling out of our sight, and, quite surprisingly, a Wood Warbler sang briefly 

but wasn’t seen. 

 

After lunch we walked round part of this large reserve, seeing many Black-winged Stilts, Common, Little and 

Gull-billed Terns and had close views of the heron and egret colony. We also had a brief sighting of a Squacco 

Heron before it disappeared into the reeds, and excellent views of two Nightingales which showed themselves 

beautifully whilst singing. The star attraction for many however were the hundreds of flamingos which come 

here to feed, preen and sleep. There is probably nowhere else in the world where you can get so close to wild 

flamingos, and needless to say, the camera shutters were clicking away with gusto! 

 

Eventually we had to call it a day, and after a quick drink at the snack bar we headed back to the hotel, meeting 

up to go through the day’s checklist before another excellent evening meal. 

Day 3 Friday 3rd May 

The pre-breakfast walk today produced a Roller, a Marsh Harrier, several Black Kites and the usual numbers of 

Nightingales. 

 

We set off just before 9.00am to make our way down the eastern side of the Camargue, planning to finish, time 

permitting, on the beach at Piemanson. We had a brief stop near the village of Villeneuve where we saw a Roller 

and some had a very brief view of a Green Woodpecker, and then carried on towards the Etang de Vaccares, the 

vast brackish lagoon which dominates the centre of the Camargue. At the first viewing platform, which has 

finally been repaired, having been damaged several years ago, we were looking at the Cormorant colony when a 

huge Caspian Tern flew by giving excellent views to most of us. There were also a few Common and Gull-billed 

Terns around, offering an opportunity to appreciate just how big Caspian Terns are. While we watched various 

smaller birds including Yellow Wagtails (mainly of the race cinereocapilla, known as Ashy-headed Wagtail) and 

Sardinian Warbler. An Osprey put in an appearance, flying by high overhead. 

 

A little further on a small lagoon held a flock of around 40 or so Ruff, plus a few Greenshank, Spotted 

Redshank, Wood Sandpiper, Ringed and Kentish Plovers and a Whiskered Tern. We had a brief stop near the 

reserve at La Capelliere where we watched White Storks at their nest and also saw two Common Cuckoos, and 

then moved on again. As we were driving we came across a first-summer male Montagu’s Harrier which landed 

in a roadside field, so we stopped to admire him for a while, also seeing a very close Zitting Cisticola here. In the 
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same area were at least three Short-toed Eagles and a number of Bee-eaters, and we were delayed again by a 

Hoopoe which was walking along the road in front of us, picking food items from the edge of the grass verge.  

 

Lunchtime was getting later and later, but we didn’t really mind as we were seeing so much, but eventually we 

pulled over into a roadside picnic area where we set out lunch, everyone being fairly hungry by now.  

 

Next we continued to the town of Salins de Giraud where we had a coffee/comfort stop before driving through 

the extensive saltpans (still very much in use) towards the coast. When we reached the old disused part of the salt 

works we had several stops to look at waders, gulls and terns, which included Curlew Sandpiper, Little Stint, 

Sanderling, Redshank, Sandwich, Caspian and Black Tern and Slender-billed Gull. The star bird here however 

was a stunning White-winged Tern, which we all admired. 

 

When we parked near the beach, some of the group walked down to the shore and looked out to sea, seeing 

Scopoli’s and Balearic Shearwaters and a single Arctic Skua. We then headed directly back to the hotel after a 

long day in the field, ready for another of Christine’s wonderful meals. 

Day 4 Saturday 4th May 

None of the group decided to join the leaders on their pre-breakfast walk today, which was unfortunate as they 

saw a Little Owl, two Rollers and a Turtle Dove!  

 

Today was going to be a little different, as our first port of call would be at the dry, arid area of La Crau. We 

stopped first before arriving at La Crau at an area which has produced Roller and Golden Oriole in the past, and 

as soon as we exited the vehicles we could hear an oriole singing, but it declined to show itself. We did however 

see two Rollers, a Booted Eagle, two Short-toed Eagles and a Great Spotted Cuckoo, so it wasn’t all bad news, 

and in fact a few of the group actually managed to see a different Golden Oriole flying from one wooded area to 

another. 

 

We stopped again for very close views of another Great Spotted Cuckoo, and when we arrived at the car park we 

found a few Banded and Copper Demoiselles by the stream. A strong northerly wind was blowing by now, but 

nevertheless we had a walk out onto La Crau, seeing two Lesser Kestrels (brief fly-bys unfortunately), plus 

Tawny Pipit, Short-toed Lark and another Roller, and when we returned to the vehicles, our walk having been 

curtailed by the wind, a Woodchat Shrike was seen perched on top of a bush. 

 

Leaving La Crau we went to the reserve at Marais du Vigueirat where we made use of their picnic tables before 

going for a walk around part of the reserve. This is one of the most reliable places in the Camargue for Squacco 

Heron, and sure enough we found three of these attractive little birds. Also here were a Hobby (unusually the 

first of the tour), three Great Egrets and 20+ Wood Sandpipers. Non-bird interest was provided by a handful of 

dragonflies in the form of Scarlet Darter, Black-tailed Skimmer and Blue-tailed Damselfly. 

 

Our return journey to the hotel was uneventful, although we did see a single Lapwing and a distant Short-toed 

Eagle, and we arrived back in plenty of time to go through the checklist before our final evening meal together. 
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Day 5 Sunday 5th May 

After a very windy night we set off for Montpellier Airport just before 8.00am. We arrived in plenty of time for 

the group to check in for their flights back to Gatwick, and Ian and Neil wished them a safe journey as they were 

staying in France awaiting the arrival of another group. 

 

Although the weather hadn’t always been ideal, with some fairly strong winds and the odd shower, we managed 

to see most of the species we were hoping for, making it a memorable few days in this attractive part of southern 

France. 

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.  

 

 

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

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

      May 

  Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 

1 Mute Swan  Cygnus olor 2 2 80+ ✓ 2 

2 Common Shelduck  Tadorna tadorna   2 25+ 2 2 

3 Gadwall Mareca strepera   4   4   

4 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

5 Red-crested Pochard  Netta rufina   1 3     

6 Red-legged Partridge Alectoris rufa     2 2   

7 Common Pheasant  Phasianus colchicus   1 1 1   

8 Scopoli's Shearwater Calonectris borealis     ✓     

9 Balearic Shearwater Puffinus mauretanicus     ✓     

10 Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps cristatus   2 25+     

11 Greater Flamingo  Phoenicopterus roseus  ✓ ✓   ✓ 

12 White Stork  Ciconia ciconia   c6 8+ 6+   

13 Glossy Ibis  Plegadis falcinellus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

14 Eurasian Spoonbill  Platalea leucorodia   4 1     

15 Black-crowned Night Heron  Nycticorax nycticorax   1       

16 Squacco Heron  Ardeola ralloides   2   3   

17 Western Cattle Egret  Bubulcus ibis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

18 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

19 Purple Heron  Ardea purpurea   6+   1   

20 Great Egret  Ardea alba 2 c4 1 3   

21 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

22 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo     30+     

23 Short-toed Snake Eagle  Circaetus gallicus   6+ c5 c5 1 

24 Booted Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus       1   

25 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus       1   

26 Western Marsh Harrier  Circus aeruginosus   3+ 1     

27 Montagu's Harrier  Circus pygargus     2 1   

28 Black Kite  Milvus migrans ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

29 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo   3 1 1   

30 Water Rail Rallus aquaticus       1H   

31 Western Swamphen Porphyrio porphyrio   1       

32 Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus   ✓ ✓ ✓   

33 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra   ✓ ✓ ✓  

34 Eurasian Stone-Curlew  Burhinus oedicnemus   2       

35 Black-winged Stilt  Himantopus himantopus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

36 Pied Avocet  Recurvirostra avosetta     c20     

37 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus c5 1 1     

38 Common Ringed Plover  Charadrius hiaticula     35+     

39 Kentish Plover  Charadrius alexandrinus     15+     

40 Spotted Redshank Tringa erythropus   1 2     

41 Common Redshank  Tringa totanus     c15 1   

42 Common Greenshank  Tringa nebularia   1   1   

43 Wood Sandpiper  Tringa glareola   c20 ✓ ✓   

44 Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos     2     

45 Sanderling  Calidris alba     2     

46 Little Stint  Calidris minuta     ✓     

47 Curlew Sandpiper  Calidris ferruginea     40+     
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 

48 Dunlin  Calidris alpina     c8     

49 Ruff Calidris pugnax     30+ 1   

50 Collared Pratincole  Glareola pratincola   2   1   

51 Slender-billed Gull  Chroicocephalus genei     100+     

52 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

53 Mediterranean Gull  Ichthyaetus melanocephalus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

54 Yellow-legged Gull  Larus michahellis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

55 Gull-billed Tern  Gelochelidon nilotica 2 ✓ ✓ ✓   

56 Caspian Tern  Hydroprogne caspia     7     

57 Sandwich Tern Thalasseus sandvicensis     200+     

58 Little Tern  Sternula albifrons   4 c12     

59 Common Tern  Sterna hirundo   ✓ c15 2   

60 Whiskered Tern  Chlidonias hybrida   c6 1     

61 White-winged Tern Chlidonias leucopterus     1     

62 Black Tern Chlidonias niger   c12 c6     

63 Arctic Skua Stercorarius parasiticus     1     

64 Rock Dove / Feral Pigeon Columba livia ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

65 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

66 European Turtle Dove  Streptopelia turtur       2   

67 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

68 Great Spotted Cuckoo Clamator glandarius       2   

69 Common Cuckoo  Cuculus canorus   c4 1 2H   

70 Eurasian Scops Owl Otus scops     H H   

71 Little Owl Athene noctua       1   

72 Common Swift  Apus apus  ✓ ✓ ✓  

73 European Roller  Coracias garrulus     2 7+   

74 European Bee-Eater  Merops apiaster   ✓ c10 ✓   

75 Eurasian Hoopoe  Upupa epops   1 1     

76 European Green Woodpecker Picus viridis     1     

77 Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni       2   

78 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

79 Eurasian Hobby  Falco subbuteo   4   2   

80 Red-footed Falcon Falco vespertinus   1 1     

81 Woodchat Shrike Lanius senator       1   

82 Eurasian Golden Oriole  Oriolus oriolus       1+1H   

83 Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

84 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

85 Carrion Crow  Corvus corone ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

86 Rook Corvus frugilegus   6 ✓ ✓   

87 Great Tit  Parus major   1 1 1   

88 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis   ✓ ✓ ✓   

89 Crested Lark  Galerida cristata   ✓ ✓ ✓   

90 Greater Short-toed Lark Calandrella brachydactyla       c6   

91 Sand Martin  Riparia riparia   ✓ ✓ ✓   

92 Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

93 Common House Martin Delichon urbicum   ✓ ✓ ✓   

94 Cetti's Warbler  Cettia cetti  1 H H  

95 Wood Warbler Phylloscopus sibilatrix  1H      

96 Western Bonelli's Warbler Phylloscopus bonelli  1H      

97 Grasshopper Warbler Locustella naevia  1H      

98 Great Reed Warbler  Acrocephalus arundinaceus   6+       
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 4 5 

99 Eurasian Reed Warbler  Acrocephalus scirpaceus   20+ H H   

100 Melodious Warbler  Hippolais polyglotta   4 2 2   

101 Zitting Cisticola  Cisticola juncidis  ✓ ✓ ✓  

102 Eurasian Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla  H 1 H  

103 Spectacled Warbler Sylvia conspicillata    1    

104 Sardinian Warbler  Sylvia melanocephala   ✓ ✓ ✓   

105 Common Starling  Sturnus vulgaris ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

106 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula  1    

107 Common Nightingale  Luscinia megarhynchos  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

108 Black Redstart  Phoenicurus ochruros   1 1 3   

109 European Stonechat Saxicola rubicola     4     

110 Northern Wheatear  Oenanthe oenanthe   1 1     

111 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

112 Eurasian Tree Sparrow  Passer montanus   10+   1   

113 Western Yellow Wagtail  Motacilla flava   2 20+ H   

114 European Greenfinch Chloris chloris   H   H   

115 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

116 Corn Bunting  Emberiza calandra   3 ✓ ✓   

117 Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus   2       

Mammals             

1 Coypu  Myocastor coypus   ✓   ✓   

2 Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus   ✓ ✓ ✓   

3 Wild Boar Sus scrofa   6       

Reptiles and Amphibians             

1 Green Lizard Lacerta viridis       1   

2 Common Wall Lizard Podarcis muralis   1   ✓   

3 Moorish Gecko Tarantola mauritanica   ✓   ✓   

4 Stripeless Tree Frog Hyla meridionalis   ✓       

5 Iberian Water Frog Rana perezii   ✓ ✓ ✓   

Butterflies             

1 Painted Lady Vanessa cardui   ✓   ✓   

2 Wall Brown Lasiommata megera     ✓ ✓   

3 Western Marbled White Melanargia occitanica       ✓   

Dragonflies             

1 Copper Demoiselle Calopteryx haemorhoidalis        ✓   

2 Banded Demoiselle Calopteryx splendens       ✓   

3 Blue-tailed Damselfly Ischnura elegans       ✓   

4 Lesser Emperor Anax parthenope       ✓   

5 Black-tailed Skimmer Orthetrum cancellatum       ✓   

6 Scarlet Darter Limenitis reducta       ✓   

 


