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Day 1 - Friday 27 February 

 

On arrival at Madrid (Barajas) Airport the group gathered and boarded the coach for the three hour 

journey to Plasencia in Extremadura via the autopista. Our first birds from the coach were Feral Pigeon, 

House Sparrow, Woodpigeon and Black-billed Magpie. Our first raptors were several Common 

Kestrel as we headed out of the environs of Madrid and into more rural areas. Nearing our half-way stop 

at Talavera, we encountered Common Buzzard, Red Kite and three Griffon Vulture, all soaring close 

to the road. Some Northern Lapwing were seen in damp fields as were our first of many White Stork 

and Cattle Egret. Other species recorded as we headed further west were House Martin, Barn Swallow, 

one Grey Heron and one Great Egret. Having been informed that the northerly crane migration had 

started some two weeks earlier we were delighted to see 5 Common Crane flying west although some 

distance from the coach. Three more Red Kite were seen before we arrived to check-in to Hotel Alfonso 

VIII in Plasencia in the early evening. Most of the group shopped for tomorrow’s lunch and prepared for 

our visit then to nearby Monfragüe National Park. 

 

Day 2 - Saturday 28 February 

 

After a leisurely breakfast some ‘urban species’ were seen by some of the group as we went to board the 

coach; an assumed Pallid Swift in view of the early date (later well seen at Los Barruecos), plus a 

Eurasian Hoopoe, Collared Dove and White Wagtail. En-route Crested Lark was seen and as we 

drove past our first dehesa wood pastures we had the first of many tantalizing glimpses of the normally 

quite common and beautiful Azure-winged Magpie, before a flock was seen well four days later. With 

the promise of warm spring weather for the day, we arrived at the village of Villareal de San Carlos and 

the group were glad to start some walking and serious birding away from the confines of the coach. 

Extremadura’s fifth Feria International Ornithológico (Extremadura Birdfair) was set up in the village and 

was just about to open for its second day. Intending to look around it later, we set off for a walk to 

Monfragüe’s castle, birding around the small village before things became too busy. Even at this early 

time groups of other walkers were gathering and we shared the path with these on occasions. 
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The ‘key-jangling’ song of Corn Bunting could be heard from several resident males as was the song of 

European Serin from the top of a nearby holm oak. We paid some attention to the swallows perched in 

and around the village and had our first Red-rumped Swallows perched on wires close to Barn 

Swallows, making for good comparisons. As we headed down the valley towards the Rio Tajo we started 

adding more familiar birds to our list; European Goldfinch, Common Chaffinch, Blue Tit, Great Tit, 

European Robin, Eurasian Blackbird, Song Thrush, and a singing Common Chiffchaff. Amongst 

these was a less familiar, superb male Black Redstart. The brief chattering of a Sardinian Warbler was 

heard as we passed through scrub before our first views of the Tajo with a small group of perched and 

fishing Great Cormorant. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our trip had the benefit of a valued sponsorship from Swarovski Optik UK of a telescope and tripod, and 

the ‘scope had its first session of intensive use by all members of the group when we saw a pair of Short-

toed Eagle, first soaring, then perched on a pylon, soon joined by two Common Raven. At the same time 

several Griffon Vulture started to appear over a nearby ridge where a pair of Black (Monk)Vulture were 

spotted perched. For a short while we couldn’t quite make up our mind what to watch first and it was in 

excess of half an hour before we restarted our walk, only to be stopped in our tracks again as we had brief 

but good views of a soaring Bonelli’s Eagle as well as a Black Kite, as we started crossing the Cardenal 

Bridge across the Tajo. Skirting the edge of the dammed river we saw our first group of Eurasian Crag 

Martin and then came across a small spring next to the track with a Rock Bunting perched above it. 

While watching this, a flock of Stock Dove passed over. As the group ascended to the castle three of the 

party saw a passing Egyptian Vulture, not a common bird in Extremadura region. At the castle we 

lunched while taking in the splendid views across the Park and took in the large extent of rolling dehesa 

woodlands below us. As we descended along the road on the southern slope the avifauna changed and we 

saw good numbers of Chiffchaff and Blackcap ‘fly-catching’, along with small numbers of Long-tailed 

Tit and Greenfinch. There was a flurry of excitement when some small groups of flying Hawfinch were 

seen by just a few of the group. While listening to the distinctive repetitive call of Red-legged Partridge, 

a splendid Blue Rock Thrush was seen on crags above us. We then walked to the observation point to 

look at the famous vulture rock - Peña Falcon, also known as Salto de Gitano. Here there were many 

birdwatchers observing nesting Griffon Vultures that occupy the numerous ledges and a large flock that 

were soaring above the huge rock edifice. We had hoped to see the scarce Black Stork that is known to 



3 of 10 

nest at the base of the cliffs but the nest was empty and we were told the birds had not been seen for over 

an hour. The group then made its way back to Villareal seeing a number of the birds encountered on the 

outward walk again. We arrived back somewhat later than planned and after refreshments in the village 

amongst the throng of visitors to the Birdfair there was a little time to look around the exhibits and try out 

some of the array of optical equipment on display. It was good to see the interest that the Fair had 

attracted from young and old alike. The coach then drove to the observation point of Portilla de Tietar, 

another rock outcrop towering above the Tietar river. Our quarry here was an Eagle Owl that traditionally 

nests amongst the rocks. Despite our efforts to make out the shape of this huge owl in its nesting crevice, 

vegetation was apparently obscuring the bird completely and the large crowd that had formed were all 

disappointed. We returned to the hotel at 19:15, observing a Cattle Egret roost as we entered Plasencia 

 

Day 3 - Sunday 1 March 

 

The weather had changed for the worst with low cloud, increasing wind and the threat of rain. We left on 

the coach to the Jerte Valley, north of Plasencia, to walk to Los Pilones (the troughs) in the Garganta de 

los Infiernos Natural Park. En-route through the steamed-up windows we had more fleeting sightings of 

Azure-winged Magpie. On arrival at the Interpretation Centre near Cabezuela del Valle we soon found a 

number of woodland birds that we were unlikely to see later during the trip. Firstly we heard the Iberian 

race of European Green Woodpecker and then saw well Eurasian Nuthatch and Short-toed 

Treecreeper. After a visit to the Centre we started our walk ascending through woods in our raingear, 

soon hearing Winter Wren and a distant singing Mistle Thrush and then seeing three Eurasian Jay, 

with periodic views of several Common Buzzard overhead. In the terraced fields as we walked in more 

open areas we saw another Rock Bunting and a flock of Eurasian Siskin feeding on the ground. The 

flock contained many males in full breeding plumage. As we went higher we scanned the tumbling river 

below us looking for White-throated Dipper with no luck. On approaching the rock feature of Los Pilones 

a guide leading a Spanish group ahead of us turned over a stone in a small stream-bed to reveal a superb 

Fire Salamander which took its time to amble into cover. At Los Pilones we had lunch out of the wind and 

then made our way to a mirador looking through the low cloud at some snow-covered slopes of the Sierra 

de Gredos. Nearer, there was a small group of Griffon Vultures soaring around an attractive waterfall. 

 

As we descended back through the woods there was a buzz of excitement in the group as we had a pair of 

tiny Firecrest close-by, with the male showing glimpses of his flame-coloured crown. Later a few of us at 

the rear of the group saw a small eagle through the trees. It was identified as a dark phase Booted Eagle. 

Back at the Centre we all walked a short distance to the river and saw Chiffchaffs hawking for insects 

from the banks and then a pair of Grey Wagtail appeared showing-off their yellow underparts. Back on 

the bus there was still a determination to see a Dipper and while crossing the bridge in Cabezuela 

someone spotted one in the rapids below. The coach halted abruptly and parked at a conveniently-placed 

bus-stop while the group disembarked and had great views of White- throated Dipper on boulders below 

at last. We were back at Plasencia by mid-afternoon. An early evening walk was planned to the Jerte river 

to view the egret roost. Before this, some of the group went out to walk along the river and more new 

species were logged; Common Kingfisher, Common Sandpiper, Common Moorhen, Mallard and a 

Southern Grey Shrike. The Cattle Egret roost built up to over 200 birds gathering to spend the night in 

riverside trees. At least three Little Egret joined them and in nearby trees groups of Spotless Starling 

and Eurasian Jackdaw congregated. As we walked along the river back towards our hotel the explosive 

staccato song of a Cetti’s Warbler was heard. Before dinner a briefing was given as to our expectations 

for the following day arranged for visits to the steppes and plains between Trujillo and Cáceres. 
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Day 4 – Monday 2 March 

 

An early breakfast was arranged and the start to a long day commenced when we joined the coach at 

06:45 and drove for over an hour south-west towards the medieval town of Trujillo, birthplace of the 

infamous conquistador, Francisco Pizarro. The weather looked unsettled and with Trujillo in view we 

rendezvoused with our bird-guide for the day, Godfried Shreur. On a track amongst rolling steppe 

grassland I introduced Godfried to the group but before he could respond he located a Great Spotted 

Cuckoo by its call. Excellent views of two of these impressive cuckoos were had by all before we 

continued our introductions. We then walked into the steppe and with the help of Godfried’s sharp eyes 

and ears the new sightings came hard and fast in what was one of the most memorable few hours of the 

holiday; flocks of European Golden Plover and Spanish Sparrow were seen, followed by more 

sightings of Crested Lark, Hoopoe, Egyptian Vulture and Red Kite. A male Common Stonechat and a 

passing Lesser Black-backed Gull were recorded before we saw a group of two of the most ‘sought 

after’ birds of the area, Great Bustard and Little Bustard. A small group of the former were seen at first 

and everybody took turns to view them through the telescopes. The Bustard group then grew in size as 

more birds appeared from behind a fence-line and eventually we estimated there were 60 of these huge 

and magnificent birds in the flock. One started displaying, blowing himself up into a fluffy white ball! As 

this was going on four Little Bustard flew over and a further one was seen in a field. In amongst the 

excitement more common species were flying around; Goldfinch, Linnet,  Skylark, Meadow Pipit and 

distant views of Azure-winged Magpie. Godfried pointed out a large lark which was unfamiliar to most of 

the group; a Calandra Lark. While identifying a splendid male Hen Harrier, suddenly we detected the 

distant grating calls of a flock of some 60 Pin-tailed Sandgrouse. They dropped down into a field and 

later were ‘scoped well enough for all to see the attractive breeding plumage of these often difficult-to-

find birds of the steppe. Scanning a distant pool revealed some Eurasian Wigeon, while a distant farm 

building had a Little Owl perched prominently on its roof. On return to the coach a Woodlark was seen 

conducting its distinctive courtship flight high above. Setting off for a short visit to Trujillo we saw a 

Black-winged Stilt in a small wetland area. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With Pizarro’s statue looming above us, Godfried gave us a brief history of Trujillo and we split up to 

have lunch in the Plaza Mayor of this historic town. We then set off to the town’s Plaza de Toros, which 

is reputed to hold one of the largest colonies of Lesser Kestrel in Spain. A sustained downpour came at 

just the wrong time with any self-respecting kestrel making itself extremely scarce. So we headed off west 

in the direction of Cáceres. En-route we stopped at a pool and saw a flock of Black-headed Gull and 

another male Hen Harrier. In a nearby field a ewe had just given birth and in close attendance were five 

Monk Vultures. We arrived at Talavan Reservoir in mid-afternoon and walked a short way around it. Our 
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water bird count increased; Common Teal, Common Pochard, Gadwall, Tufted Duck, Northern 

Shoveler, Eurasian Coot, Little Grebe, Great Crested Grebe and Reed Bunting. In a bush on the 

opposite side of the water two Southern Grey Shrike were ‘scoped. We then moved to an area of open 

dehesa woodland and marvelled at the tree-nesting White Stork colony by the roadside. Then a flock of 

large birds were seen flying over – in excess of 60 magnificent Common Crane migrating north! 

Following a track on foot,Godfried guided us to the territory of a pair of Black-winged Kite, where we 

watched the distinctive soaring and hovering flight of this strange-looking small raptor. 

 

We left Godfried for our return journey back to Plasencia. As we passed right through Monfragüe we had 

the coach stop for a few minutes at Peña Falcon and there below us were the pair of Black Stork on their 

nest. A fitting end to a day of superb birding experiences. 

 

Day 5 Tuesday 3 March 

 

This was a travel day from Plasencia to Mérida, taking in Los Barruecos Natural Monument and the 

village of Montanchez en-route. We checked-out of the hotel at 09:15 having given the opportunity to any 

early risers to visit the market in the Plaza Mayor. We drove south to Malpartida de Cáceres in fairly 

murky and cool conditions and took a short stop at the newly built Hotel Fontecruz with its sixty White 

Stork nest poles in its grounds. Almost every one appeared to be occupied by courting and mating storks. 

They seemed totally oblivious to our close presence and gave good photographic opportunities. As we 

drove off towards Malpartida we noticed that virtually every telegraph pole running along the adjacent 

railway line had an occupied storks nest on it. This area must have one of the highest densities of breeding 

White Stork in Spain. 

 

After a short foray into a small back street supermarket in Malpartida to buy some lunch provisions, to 

something of a pleasant surprise to the cashier who saw her shop suddenly filled with a coach group, we 

arrived at Los Barruecos. We visited the Interpretation Centre and collected some leaflets and then set-off 

for a walk around part of the Reserve. We had a quick look at the weird modern art obelisk in the grounds 

of the Vostell museum. Several pairs of storks had taken over this as an ideal breeding platform. 

Meanwhile a close singing Cetti’s Warbler failed to show itself. At the reservoir dam we looked across 

the water to the strange landscape of numerous granite rock outcrops, again with stork nests teetering on 

the more prominent ones. We spent time looking closely at the features, particularly the contrast of the 

primary flight feathers, of the many swifts there to try and establish that they were Pallid Swifts, as they 

swooped low for insects across the water. Some were easier than others to identify. We then saw a 

Kingfisher, a first for most of the group on this trip, then good views of a singing Woodlark and close-by, 

a well seen male Sardinian Warbler. We scanned the margins of the water body and found a Northern 

Pintail plus a Green Sandpiper, along with its smaller counterpart, a Common Sandpiper, also two 

Black-winged Stilt, while above two Black Vultures and a Black Kite were soaring. Closer checking with 

telescopes of the water’s edge revealed a Little-ringed Plover, showing its obvious eye-ring. We looked 

closely at some of the larks on the ground and were happy that we had eventually distinguished a Thekla 

Lark from the more common Crested Lark. Serins and Corn Buntings were singing all around us at this 

delightful site. As we reached the end of our walk a flock some twenty strong, of a bird that had 

surprisingly proved most elusive to some of the group, the Azure-winged Magpie, passed low and close 

for everyone to have good views of this ‘exotic’ member of the crow family. As we drove out the coach 

was stopped as an Eurasian Spoonbill was seen on a small roadside pool. 
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We then set off to visit our second transit site of the day, the elevated village of Montanchez, with its 

medieval castle ruins on a prominent rock outcrop. After some searching by the driver as to where one 

could park a coach in the narrow streets we were on our way walking up to the castle through somewhat 

drizzly conditions. The poor weather was soon forgotten when we came across our ‘target species’, 

Alpine Accentor perched on the castle’s ramparts. We went on to see some seven of this species that is 

normally more at home in the high sierras but is known to favour wintering at this site. Male Blue Rock 

Thrush  and Black Redstart were seen on the rocky slopes but there was no sign of the Black Wheatear 

that can often be seen here. On the descent to the village we looked closely at a kestrel and established 

that it was a female Lesser Kestrel, our only sighting of the trip. We then progressed the short distance to 

Mérida where the gloomy weather cleared and a pleasant early evening visit to the Roman Bridge 

spanning the Guardiana River was made, while our luggage was transferred to a minibus in order to 

deliver it through the narrow streets to our overnight accommodation, Hotel Nova Roma. Most of the 

group birdwatched while two went to explore the architectural sites and ruins of what once was the 

Roman capital of Iberia. At the Bridge the first apparent birds were large Alpine Swifts quite low over the 

river. An array of previously recorded water-birds were seen including another Cattle Egret roost, and a 

roost of Great Cormorants. The squeal of a Water Rail was heard from a distant island. A successful 

attempt at play-back was made to lure out an elusive Cetti’s Warbler and while watching this, a male 

Eurasian Penduline Tit surprised us all by appearing just below us to feed on the seeds of reedmace. 

This magnificent small bird was watched by the group for more than ten minutes before daylight started 

to fade and it was time to walk to and check-in at our hotel. 

 

 

 
 

 

Day 6 Wednesday 4 March 

 

We checked out of the hotel at 08:00 and were driven to Canchales Reservoir Natural Reserve, some 12 

km north of Mérida, where we had been fortunate to obtain permission to visit in our coach. We were met 

by wardens of the Reserve and visited the newly-built Interpretive Centre while the condition of the track 

along the reservoir shore was checked. Good numbers of hirundines could be seen skimming over the 

surface of the lake and we saw a number of Sand Martin but not much else at first. As the coach driver 

slowly followed the track, scraping a large rock on the way, a small bird running along the trackside was 

spotted – a Common Quail – much more often heard than seen! As we scanned the shallower areas of 

water we saw a flock of around 60 colourful Red-crested Pochard. The surrounding fields contained 
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three Hoopoe and some 50 Golden Plover and a Black-winged Kite gave much closer views than we had 

before. Out in the marshy areas we saw a female Marsh Harrier, a Common Redshank and four 

Spoonbill. As we returned to the Reserve entrance a Great Spotted Cuckoo gave good views. 

We then departed for the three hour-plus journey to the Coto Doñana in Andalucia, seeing small numbers 

of Black Kite on the way. 

 

On arrival at Hotel Toruño in the historic village of El Rocío, we checked-in and some of the group went 

straight out to look across the adjacent Madre de las Marismas lake and marshes. Our bird tally soon 

increased with the addition of Greater Flamingo, of which there were hundreds out feeding in shallow 

water, a small flock of very approachable Black-tailed Godwit with a Bar-tailed Godwit with them, 

along with some distant Glossy Ibis and Greylag Goose. Our first of a number of the strange Purple 

Swamp-hen was seen in reeds close to the hotel as was a female Eurasian Sparrowhawk carrying prey 

across the lake. At dusk a large flock of Common Snipe flew high over the water. We dined in the Isidro 

Restaurant in the village and had much anticipation as to what experiences might be in store for the 

following day during our ‘safari’ into the Doñana National Park. 

 

Day 7 Thursday 5 March 

 

At 08:00 we were collected in three 4WD vehicles each with a driver/guide from the local guiding 

company, Doñana Natur. The company is one of only a handful that is allowed to take groups into the 

National Park itself. The day was cloudy and a strong north-westerly wind was blowing. As we drove out 

of El Rocío we passed some wet fields that held a flock of Glossy Ibis and Black-tailed Godwit. An 

observer in one of the vehicles saw four Spotted Redshank and then two Common Greenshank were 

located. We then drove along a wide track with scrub and scattered woodland each side, that borders the 

National Park and soon a pair of Little Owl in a dead oak were pointed out by the guides. A Red-legged 

Partridge was also seen well. Travelling through the area known as El Vifoso we started seeing several 

soaring Black and Red Kite. Checking closely a Buzzard-type bird perched near the track we established 

it to be a dark-phase Booted Eagle. While watching a Great Spotted Cuckoo we also saw a small herd of 

Red Deer on the open marshes at distance. We then made our way along a track raised on an embankment 

and had a good opportunity to look at many pools using the vehicles as hides. A memorable feature of this 

part of the drive were the flocks of Glossy Ibis that floated up off the pool-sides and drifted just over the 

roofs of the vehicles before dropping down next to the track again. We started to see more waders; more 

flocks of Black-tailed Godwits, four Green Sandpipers, three Ruff, four Kentish Plover, and a group of 

Sanderling (some distance from their usual coastal haunts). We were able to leave the vehicle and walk a 

kilometer or so along the road towards the impressive José Antonio Valverde Visitor’s Centre. This walk 

allowed better opportunities to look for more distant birds with the telescope, although the movement 

caused by the wind made this difficult. Soon six Common Crane were watched walking across the 

marshes and a flock of 50 Greylag Geese were counted. A group of around 50 Dunlin flew low over a 

large flooded field. Then something extraordinary happened for one lucky member of our group. Having 

set off ahead of the main group to use the ‘facilities’ at the Centre she saw the head of ‘a cat’ pop up out 

of deep roadside vegetation. She had enough of a view to see the diagnostic prominent ear-tufts for the 

animal to be identified as the rare and endangered Iberian Lynx, of which the Park holds a significant 

proportion of the world’s population – the world’s most endangered mammal! Unfortunately it did not 

reappear for others to see it. 
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Our walk to the Centre had by now taken nearly an hour. A coot with an identification collar fitted was 

looked at closely and seen to be the rare Red-knobbed Coot. A Woodchat Shrike perched in an isolated 

bush was then found and two Yellow Wagtail were seen. While watching these, the ‘zitting’ flight song 

of a Fan-tailed Warbler (also known as Zitting Cisticola) was heard but this tiny wren-sized bird proved 

difficult to locate. Inside the large Centre and out of the wind we enjoyed a deserved cup of coffee while 

birding through the windows. Two Purple Swamphen were seen spasmodically in the reedbed and there 

was a flurry of excitement when three Penduline Tit were located. A group of six Pied Avocet flew by as 

we searched the pools for any unusual species of duck. 

 

We then set-off  back along bumpy tracks through the forested area, checking for birds of prey on the way 

and soon saw two Short-toed Eagle above plus a distant Black-winged Kite. While watching this a large 

eagle was seen at distance. It was a Spanish Imperial Eagle in the rufous-brown plumage of a juvenile – 

one of the ‘birds of the trip’. It was fortunate the group saw this bird, probably Eurasia’s rarest bird of 

prey, as the breeding pair we were expecting we might see later in the day could not be found. This was 

undoubtedly because of the windy conditions. As we approached the Palacio del Rey lodge and its tree-

nesting stork colony, a flock of small birds attracted our attention and close examination of the flock of 

mainly Corn Bunting and Chaffinch revealed two Rock Sparrow. Lunch was taken at a former shooting 

lodge and was served by the guides – very civilized. A certain amount of searching continued but no sign 

of the Spanish Imperial Eagles at their regular site could be seen. We then left and drove into open 

meadows where a solitary Stone-curlew was flushed and was only seen by those in the lead vehicle. It 

then used its camouflage to good effect and squatted low in the grass making it difficult to discern for all 

members of the group even through the 60x telescope. We drove through the pine woods and those in the 

last vehicle were fortunate to see an Egyptian Mongoose cross the track. Almost at the end of the outing 

one of the vehicles had a puncture which could not be dealt with by the trackside so some members of the 

party remained behind for a mini-bus to return from El Rocío to collect them. 

 

The evening saw us in the La Rocina Restaurant in the village where we were joined by Beltrán de 

Ceballos and Jesus Gallardo of Fundación Doñana. Beltrán gave a very interesting pre-dinner talk on the 

history and establishment of the Coto Doñana National Park and underlined the importance of eco-

tourism in the form of groups like ours, visiting the area to reinforce the conservation effort of 

organizations like his own and to bring economic benefits to the local community. 
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Day 8  Friday 6 March  

 

In sunny weather with just a hint of a breeze, we were met at Hotel Toruño by local guide, Sergio Asián, 

and set off for our walk along the promenade of El Rocío with follows the northern edge of the Madre de 

las Marismas. We witnessed the birth of a marsh pony on a grass island as we took in the now familiar 

sight of many Flamingos, Pintails, Godwits, with the addition of some 30 Spoonbills and a Red Kite. 

Taking our time to look at these impressive species, we crossed the Rocina creek entering the La Rocina 

Natural Park with its diverse habitats of freshwater marsh, pine forest and monte blanco scrubland. We 

looked around the Visitors Centre and then walked the reserve’s extensive boardwalk trails, stopping in 

most of the hides to look across the wetland. Notable birds were two Purple Swamp-hen, several Little 

Grebe, a superb male Marsh Harrier and four Buzzard.  

 

Following the boardwalk into the open scrub we saw a few Stonechat and then heard a subdued chattering 

call from deep within the low bushes. With the help of some brief playback of our suspected quarry we 

had brief glimpses of a pair of Dartford Warbler. The group spread out along the path and those at the 

rear then had closer views of a male proclaiming his territory to the imaginary (playback) intruder. While 

watching him a Woodlark was seen in song flight high above. We spread out and lunched under the pines 

and some of the group were fortunate to see a Common Redstart, indicating that the awaited fine 

weather had brought with it the odd early summer migrant. 

 

After lunch we boarded a coach to take us to the east of the Doñana, to an area known as Doñana 

Sevillana, to see different areas of the Natural Park and hopefully some different birds to those 

experienced so far. As we drove on the road towards Villamanrique we were impressed at the lengths that 

had been taken to protect the Lynx by fencing long stretches each side of the road, plus many speed 

humps. Periodic tunnels had been built for the cat and other mammals to cross the road safely. Sergio had 

explained that one of the main causes of death of the Lynx was being hit on roads in and around the park. 

Our first stop was at the Guardiamar river, with its ‘green corridor’. A secretive and mainly nocturnal 

species was known by Sergio to roost colonially in willows on the river’s edge. After walking some 

distance the group were excited to see their first Black-crowned Night Heron, then another and another 

until we had seen at least twelve in a small area. With the help of the telescopes, it was interesting to see 

the difference in plumage between the beautiful grey-black of the adults with their white head plumes, 

next to the subdued and camouflaged streaked-brown of the juveniles. At this site we also had better 

views of Fan-tailed Warbler and a brief sighting of what could have been a Savi’s Warbler. Some 

perseverance at ‘scoping a distant small wader in the muddy margins of the river revealed a Wood 

Sandpiper. Circling high above was a flock of more than a hundred Lesser Black-backed Gulls. As we 

drove from the river we noticed a further roost of Night Heron, some 50 strong. 

 

Our next stop was the Dehesa Abajo Natural Reserve with its large lake and tree-nesting colony of White 

Storks, said to number over 400 pairs. We walked to the lake edge and checked birds around a cattle 

corral. Our first terrestrial birds were two Southern Grey Shrike and two Yellow Wagtail, one of which 

was a striking male of the grey-headed (iberiae) race. A close look at the flock of House and Spanish 

Sparrows around the cattle feed revealed a single Tree Sparrow. We walked around part of the dehesa 

woodland and lake edge looking at the assembled ducks which included groups of Shoveler, Pochard, 

Teal, Pintail and Mallard. One particular duck, the rare White-headed, that often frequents this area could 

not be located. However, extensive searching for it found us three Black-necked Grebe constantly 

diving. Back on the coach for our return to El Rocío we stopped briefly to view the lake from a different 

position and saw displaying Great Crested Grebes, a Purple Swamp-hen and three Snipe. Part way back 
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along the ‘Lynx’ road a glimpse of a bird of prey flying low through the pines caused some excitement at 

the anticipation it could have been a Goshawk. Our driver positioned the coach carefully so we look at the 

then perched bird – it turned out to be another Buzzard, however. We returned to our hotel for our last 

evening and enjoyed an excellent meal of venison stew in the Hotel Toruño’s restaurant. 

 

Day 9  Saturday 7 March 

 

While checking out of the hotel a few of the group took their last opportunity to birdwatch the Marismas 

and located two Penduline Tit in a nearby bed of reedmace. We took our coach to Seville’s Santa Justa 

station to catch the high-speed AVE train to Madrid. On such a fast train birding possibilities were limited 

but such large species as White Stork, Griffon Vulture and Marsh Harrier were seen and two ‘black and 

white winged’ birds flying low over fields were probably Little Bustard. We arrived at Atocha station and 

made our way through Madrid’s extensive Metro network to Barajas International Airport for our early 

evening flight to London Heathrow. 

 

Thanks to all the participants for their company on what for me, was a super birding tour. 

 

 

 

Barry Trevis 

 


