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Participants: Matt Collis (Leader) with 10 Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

This winter break in South Devon focussed on the abundant birdlife of the internationally important Exe 

Estuary and its various wetland-type habitats which provide a winter home for some 30,000 waterfowl and 

waders. We also took the time to explore some of the surrounding habitats to be found close by, including the 

lowland heaths of East Devon and coastal farmland around the neighbouring River Teign.  

 

We encountered a wonderful 95 species of birds and were fortunate to enjoy glorious sunny weather throughout. 

Some of the trip highlights included connecting with a great range of winter waders such as Avocet, Lapwing, 

Common Snipe, Golden Plover, Dunlin, Knot, Sanderling and both Black and Bar-tailed Godwits to name a 

few. Ducks were also another common feature of this trip with the majority of both common and scarcer species 

seen, including Wigeon, Tufted, Pintail, Pochard, Gadwall, Shoveler, Goosander and Red-breasted Merganser.    

We also enjoyed intimate views of a flock of the nationally rare Cirl Bunting, and had several close encounters 

with elusive species such as Kingfisher, Water Rail, Water Pipit, Cattle Egret and Slavonian Grebe.  

Day 1 Friday 22nd February 

After meeting some of the group at Exeter St David’s Station, it was off towards the beautiful coastal town of 

Exmouth to check in to the hotel, drop off bags and meet the remainder of the group already at the hotel. After 

a short break to settle in, the group then all met downstairs in the beautifully refurbished Manor Hotel for 

general introductions and quick briefing for the trip ahead. With appetites whetted, we headed off to Budleigh 

Salterton and the Otter Estuary Nature Reserve for an afternoon walk up along the river.  

 

Although it was misty over the sea, it wasn’t long until the first birds of the trip were spotted: a small group of 

Pied Wagtail by the car, two Redshank feeding in the saltmarsh, and two small flocks of Greenfinch and 

Goldfinch perched on Ash trees. Walking along the river, we stopped to look at some Wigeon grazing on 

Glasswort and took time to identify the various gulls including Black-headed, Herring and Lesser and Great 

Black-backed. From the hide we got our first views of the freshwater pools where a few pairs of Shelduck, 

Shoveler, Teal and Curlew were busily feeding on the muddy edges. We also had great views of two Stock Dove 

spotted perched on a dead tree. Looking towards the estuary we managed to pick out more Wigeon, several 

Redshank, a Curlew and a lone Oystercatcher feeding in the silt. It was also from here we spotted our first 

Sparrowhawk, hunting a small group of Starling before heading off over a distant tree line.  

 

Moving further upstream we came across another Sparrowhawk and our first Buzzard, both perched in 

neighbouring trees, but they soon disappeared when we stopped to observe them, which was bad luck. The 

hedges along the path proved quite productive for birds too, with views of Long-tailed tits, Chaffinch, Great Tit 

and Blue Tit. Both Dunnock and Wren were heard singing but remained hidden.  

 

Once at the bridge, four Little Grebe were spotted tucked in against the reedbed, but they soon disappeared 

underwater out of sight, leaving just one. Crossing over the bridge, we scanned the adjacent fields, picking out 

several Little Egrets, before reaching the large Rookery which was full of birds actively building nests. We also 
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managed great views of both a Green Woodpecker and Great Spotted Woodpecker, the latter perched in some 

mature Alders by a freshly excavated hole before flying off out of view.  

 

With daylight fading, we headed back towards the bus but not before a huge flock of Jackdaws flew into some 

nearby trees, gathering for the night roost. The only additional birds seen on the walk down were a close 

encounter with a pair of Goldcrest which was a nice way to end our walk. Returning to the hotel, we had a bit of 

a break before meeting for dinner and to complete the checklist for our half day. A lovely start to our trip and we 

all headed to our rooms in anticipation for the days to come.  

Day 2 Saturday 23rd February 

Today started with a long walk exploring Dawlish Warren Nature Reserve which sits right at the mouth of the 

River Exe opposite Exmouth. With a bit of mist still lingering and the water choppy, viewing the sea was quite 

difficult; however, we still managed to connect with a number of Great Crested Grebe, Great Northern Diver 

and a couple of Red Throated Diver, including one which later came close in around Langstone Rock. Due to 

the heavy damage sustained from autumn storms, we were forced to take the long route towards the hide along 

the beach and around the point. En route, we bumped into several flocks of Linnet and numerous Skylarks 

which took to the air in song flight. Once at Warren Point, we were able to look into the Bight at the hide-tide 

roost: lots of waders, including Oystercatcher, Turnstone, Redshank and Grey Plover, and several other species 

including Shelduck, Brent Geese, Herring Gull and Great Black-backed Gull.  

 

Walking round towards the main hide, we could see a second large gathering of small waders, including Dunlin, 

Knot and Sanderling; all incredibly flighty and frequently taking to the wing. Fortunately, as we entered the hide 

we just had enough time to get both the Dunlin and Sanderling in the scope before all the waders upped and 

flew off up the estuary. Scanning around, we managed to pick up our first Red-breasted Merganser and two 

Eider duck floating in close to the Mussel trawlers and enjoyed several close views of the Redshank, Turnstone 

and Brent Geese which remained. Walking back towards the bus, we picked up a Peregrine flying low over the 

sand bar and spotted several Stonechat perched on the gorse inside the Warren by the lake. The lake itself was 

relatively devoid of birds, with just a Shoveler and Little Grebe noted.   

 

After a full morning’s walk, we stopped off at The Smuggler’s Inn for some lunch before moving over towards 

Labrador Bay in search of the ever-special Cirl Bunting. It didn’t take us long and after a brief walk around some 

of the stubble fields, we found a flock of approximately 25 birds sat collectively in a hedge. We were also treated 

to large flock of Linnet and Chaffinch and so we spent the next 30 minutes enjoying spectacularly close views, 

both by eye and through telescopes, before heading back to the bus and on towards our final stop of the day on 

the East Devon Heaths. 

 

Despite very overcast conditions, with the final few hours of light we set out to explore the heath in search of 

Dartford Warbler. As we searched around, we spotted a lot of Meadow Pipit, a couple of Stonechat and had a 

wonderfully close encounter with a Green Woodpecker which sat perfectly on a dead tree. With little luck had 

with the warbler, we headed down towards the plantation where we picked up a few more birds, including Long-

tailed Tit, Coal Tit and some Goldcrest. Heading back up on to the heathland, we took position ready to observe 

the raptor roost. It’s been a particularly poor year for raptors on the East Devon Heaths and so expectations 

were low as we stood waiting. It took almost an hour but today our luck was in as one beautiful female Hen 
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Harrier was spotted as she quartered low over the Heather, circling around for a few moments before heading 

off out of view – magical rare moment with an incredible bird and a wonderful way to end the day. 

 

Back at the hotel, we had a short break before meeting in the hotel dining room for our dinner. We finished our 

day with a run through our checklist of birds for the day, before spending some time chatting in the bar and then 

retiring to our rooms for a well-deserved rest.  

Day 3 Sunday 24th February 

Despite incredibly misty conditions, a small group ventured out for a pre-breakfast walk around an atmospheric 

Exmouth Harbour. Visibility was restricted to a mere 30 metres and so birds were few and far between, with just 

a few Oystercatcher, Curlew, Pied Wagtail and Starlings seen, with the latter staking out nesting sites on the roofs 

of the modern apartments.  

 

After returning for a hearty breakfast, we ventured back out in to the mist and over towards Topsham for a 

wander around this historical port town. Thanks to the mist, the views from Bowling Green Hide were 

frustratingly restricted to our great disappointment, as many birds were present, taking refuge from the estuary’s 

high tide. We still managed good views of some birds, mostly in the closest pools, including Shoveler, Teal, a 

large flock of Wigeon and several beautiful Pintail up-ending to feed. Black-tailed Godwit, Redshank and Little 

Egret were also present close in, giving great views, and further back we could see a large roost of waders 

including more Redshank, Dunlin, Golden Plover, Lapwing and a good number of Snipe which were actively 

feeding in the mud.   

 

Outside the hide we watched the feeders for a few minutes, catching Greenfinch, Chaffinch, Dunnock and Blue 

Tit all busily coming to the available seed, before walking down the lane towards the estuary viewpoint. Once 

there, the estuary viewpoint was anything but; however, it was still a worthwhile venture as we stumbled across a 

mysterious dead Guillemot, the corpse one or two days old, allowing us a great opportunity to inspect this bird 

close up. Moving on out towards the Goat Walk, we found a similarly misty scene and so headed to Darts Farm 

for a look around the fields and marshland pools. 

 

Viewing the mixed vegetable patch, we soon clocked on to hundreds of small birds feeding on the ground: 

Linnet, Goldfinch, Pied Wagtail and the odd Reed Bunting. However, the best moment came when a 

Sparrowhawk coasted low over the field and landed on a post right in the middle where it remained, allowing 

fabulous views through the scope. From the hide we scanned the pools in front, picking out Shelduck, Grey 

Heron, Shoveler, Wigeon and a large group of Curlew with a lone Whimbrel standing on the edge – a surprise 

early arriving migrant, most likely helped by the prolonged southerlies we’ve been experiencing. However, the 

peaceful scene was soon disturbed by a low-flying Buzzard causing many birds to take flight and head out of 

view. 

 

With the sun now shining wonderfully and the mist lifted, we returned to the farm for some lunch before 

heading back out towards the Exe Estuary via Starcross and Cockwood harbour. At the harbour we were able to 

pick out a Greenshank amongst the Redshank and a large flock of Brent Geese grazing on the nearby Golf 

Course. Crossing over the railway to scan the estuary, our efforts were immediately rewarded by good views of 

both Red-breasted Merganser and the Slavonian Grebe which was conveniently swimming with a lone Little 
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Grebe for comparison. Both Turnstone and Redshank were busily feeding on the shore in front, and whilst 

scanning around, we also picked up Bar-tailed Godwit, Curlew, Dunlin and Grey Plover feeding in the sandy 

mud. It was also an opportunity to check out the gulls, with several nice views of passing Common Gull which 

we spent several minutes learning to pick out from the rest, which were mostly Herring and Black-headed. 

 

Heading a short way back up the estuary, we headed out towards the canal path and on to Exminster Marsh for 

our final walk of the trip. Scanning over the marsh, we could soon see the several thousand duck which had 

gathered, mostly Wigeon, before our attention was drawn towards the estuary where all the waders had gone up. 

It wasn’t long before we spotted a Peregrine which flew directly over our heads and onto the marsh behind, 

allowing wonderful views in the scope. Although delighted by the close-up Peregrine, once at Turf Lock the 

appearance of this estuary’s top predator had scattered the previously close waders, making picking them out 

much more difficult. Never mind, and from the beautiful viewpoint we still managed to pick out numerous 

Dunlin, Ringed Plover, Grey Plover, Black-tailed Godwit and Golden Plover, glistening in the now-glorious 

sunshine. Before returning to the bus, a quick look in the neighbouring inlets picked up some very close Black-

tailed Godwit, a lone Dunlin and the entire flock of Brent Geese, which busily grazing in a field a few metres 

from the path – a wonderful end to the trip. 

 

As we made our way to the train station, we all mused on the highlights of our shared Devon experience and 

jested about our favourite moments/bird of the trip. Dropping the first few clients off at the station, we said 

fond farewells and thanks were given to everyone for what had been a thoroughly enjoyable tour, before heading 

back to the hotel to drop off the rest. It had been a trip of mixed weather fortunes, but one hopefully enjoyed by 

all, with plenty of special memories of some of the fabulous birds we encountered. Until next time!     

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.  
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Species Lists 

Birds (H - heard only; D – found dead) 

   February 

 Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 

1 Common Pheasant  Phasianus colchicus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2 Greylag Goose  Anser anser   
✓ 

3 Canada Goose  Branta canadensis ✓  
✓ 

4 Brent Goose  Branta bernicla   
✓ ✓ 

5 Mute Swan  Cygnus olor ✓ ✓ ✓ 

6 Black Swan Cygnus atratus  
✓ 

 

7 Common Shelduck  Tadorna tadorna ✓ ✓ ✓ 

8 Gadwall  Mareca strepera   
✓ 

9 Eurasian Wigeon  Anas penelope ✓ 
 

✓ 

10 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos ✓ ✓ ✓ 

11 Northern Shoveler  Spatula clypeata ✓ ✓ ✓ 

12 Northern Pintail  Anas acuta   
✓ 

13 Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca ✓ 
 

✓ 

14 Tufted Duck  Aythya fuligula   
✓ 

15 Common Eider Somateria mollissima  2  

16 Red-breasted Merganser  Mergus serrator  
✓ ✓ 

17 Red-throated Diver Gavia stellata  
✓  

18 Great Northern Diver Gavia immer  1  

19 Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis ✓ ✓ H 

20 Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps cristatus  
✓ ✓ 

21 Slavonian Grebe  Podiceps auritus   1 

22 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea  
✓ ✓ 

23 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta ✓ ✓ ✓ 

24 European Shag  Phalacrocorax aristotelis  
✓ ✓ 

25 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo ✓ ✓ ✓ 

26 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipter nisus ✓  
✓ 

27 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo ✓ ✓ ✓ 

28 Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus  
✓ ✓ 

29 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

30 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra ✓ ✓ ✓ 

31 Eurasian Oystercatcher  Haematopus ostralegus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

32 Pied Avocet  Recurvirostra avosetta   
✓ 

33 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus   
✓ 

34 European Golden Plover  Pluvialis apricaria   
✓ 

35 Grey Plover  Pluvialis squatarola  
✓ ✓ 

36 Common Ringed Plover  Charadrius hiaticula   
✓ 

37 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago   
✓ 

38 Black-tailed Godwit  Limosa limosa   
✓ 

39 Bar-tailed Godwit  Limosa lapponica   
✓ 

40 Eurasian Curlew  Numenius arquata ✓ ✓ ✓ 

41 Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus   1 

42 Common Redshank  Tringa totanus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

43 Common Greenshank  Tringa nebularia   
✓ 

44 Green Sandpiper  Tringa ochropus    

45 Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos    

46 Ruddy Turnstone  Arenaria interpres  
✓ ✓ 

47 Red Knot  Calidris canutus  
✓  
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   February 

 Common name Scientific name 1 2 3 

48 Sanderling  Calidris alba  
✓ 

 

49 Dunlin  Calidris alpina  
✓ ✓ 

50 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

51 Common Gull  Larus canus canus   
✓ 

52 Great Black-backed Gull  Larus marinus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

53 European Herring Gull  Larus argentatus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

54 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus ✓ 
  

55 Common Guillemot Uria aalge   D 

56 Feral Pigeon  Columba livia 'feral'  
✓ ✓ 

57 Stock Dove  Columba oenas ✓   

58 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

59 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto ✓  
✓ 

60 Great Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos major ✓ ✓ ✓ 

61 European Green Woodpecker  Picus viridis ✓ ✓ ✓ 

62 Eurasian Jay  Garrulus glandarius   
✓ 

63 Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica ✓ ✓ ✓ 

64 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula ✓ ✓ ✓ 

65 Rook  Corvus frugilegus ✓  
✓ 

66 Carrion Crow  Corvus corone ✓ ✓ ✓ 

67 Coal Tit  Periparus ater  
✓ ✓ 

68 Great Tit  Parus major ✓ ✓ ✓ 

69 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

70 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis  
✓ ✓ 

71 Cetti’s Warbler Cettia cetti H  H 

72 Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus ✓ ✓ ✓ 

73 Goldcrest  Regulus regulus ✓ H ✓ 

74 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes ✓ ✓ ✓ 

75 Common Starling  Sturnus vulgaris ✓ 
 

✓ 

76 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula ✓ ✓ ✓ 

77 Fieldfare  Turdus pilaris   
✓ 

78 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos ✓ ✓ ✓ 

79 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula ✓ ✓ ✓ 

80 European Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola  
✓  

81 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus  
✓ ✓ 

82 Dunnock  Prunella modularis  
✓ ✓ 

83 Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea  
✓ 

 

84 Pied Wagtail  Motacilla alba yarrellii ✓ ✓ ✓ 

85 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis  
✓ ✓ 

86 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs ✓ ✓ ✓ 

87 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris ✓ ✓ ✓ 

88 Eurasian Siskin  Spinus spinus    

89 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis ✓ ✓ ✓ 

90 Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina  
✓ ✓ 

91 Eurasian Bullfinch  Pyrrhula pyrrhula   H 

92 Cirl Bunting  Emberiza cirlus  25  

93 Common Reed Bunting  Emberiza schoeniclus H  
✓ 

 


