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    SPAIN & MOROCCO SEPT 2014 



Having birded in Europe only in the UK we were looking 

forward to a different part of the Western Palearctic. 

Whilst still a little early for the main migration we 

headed for Spain hoping that the summer heat would 

have started to dissipate and the tourists would be 

heading for home. We met our guide- a British expat 

called Mick Richardson in Malaga and after birding the 

local nature reserve   directly from the airport ( and 

with Balearic Shearwater and White-headed Duck under 

our belt) headed for his guesthouse 100 k’s up the road towards Granada. 

We based ourselves here for 4 nights on a self catering basis and really enjoyed coming back in the 

evening to a meal on his patio overlooking the olive orchard, drinking some great Spanish wine and 

rustling up a quick Lasagne or something similar in the microwave. 

The next two days we birded the local sierras and surrounding agricultural fields and olive groves 

finding an amazing number of birds. Larks included Calandra, Crested, Thekla and Short-toed. 

Raptors ( 23 seen in total on the trip) included Short-toed Eagle, European Honey-Buzzard, Booted 

Eagle, Eurasian Buzzard, Common Kestrel , Northern Goshawk and Eurasian Sparrowhawk. At the top 

of the Sierra we found Sardinian, Subalpine, Spectacled 

and Western Orphean Warblers and had a close 

encounter with a covey of Red-legged Partridge. 

Stopping at a quarry on the way down we found a 

Eurasian Eagle-Owl.  We searched spots for Little 

Bustard which in Spring congregate here in their 

hundreds but we would have to wait for the plains of 

Extremadura before we found this bird. 

 

Black-bellied Sandgrouse was another target but in the early morning it proved impossible to get 

close with the flock of 20 birds taking off while we were still 100 metres away. In the heat of the 

afternoon it proved different when we found a male and two females resting in an olive grove. We 

got close enough in the vehicle to get a reasonable photograph. Close by a Tawny Pipit sheltered 

from the heat under an Olive tree. 

It was also a good day in the air seeing Pallid, Alpine, and Common Swift along with Sand, House and 

Eurasian Crag Martins with Barn and Red-rumped 

Swallows thrown for good measure. 

More Warblers were found- Whitethroat and 

Melodious Warbler and the Wheatear family provided 

Black, Black-eared, and Northern.  

Day four saw us headed for the coast at Cabo de Gata,  

Roquetas de Mar and La Norias. We missed two big 

targets here- Trumpeter Finch and Lesser Short-toed 



Lark but luckily Morocco came up trumps with 

both these species. There were plenty of Slender-

billed Gulls on the salt pans but none close enough 

for a photograph but we were compensated with 

good views of Audouin’s and Yellow-legged Gulls 

on the beach. At the pan at Las Norias we had 

great views of a male White-headed Duck. 

Day five saw us leaving Mick’s comfortable 

accommodation to travel to Trujillo. We stopped 

en route at the Tablas de Damiel wetlands where we were fortunate to find a single Marbled Duck 

and a Ferruginous Duck flying overhead. Western Marsh Harriers were a plenty while Cetti’s and 

Eurasian Reed-Warblers called from the reedbeds. A Water Rail flushed behind me giving Stephanie 

great views and leaving me bemoaning the loss of a lifer. We arrived in Trujillo early evening and 

spent the last two hours of daylight birding close to the town. A big find was a Whinchat, a bird I had 

missed in the UK and our first views of Cinereous Vulture albeit they were high in the air.  A young 

Woodchat Shrike saw us returning to our hotel in good spirits.  

The next day dawned with rain clouds all around 

us. Big rain storms moved across the plains as we 

headed towards the plains around Caceres  in 

search of Great Bustard. The rain was so heavy 

at times that we had to stop and wait half an 

hour for the storm to move through. The 

Bustards sat out the rain as well for we saw close 

to thirty birds during the course of the morning. 

They never let you get close (a result I guess of 

the Spanish love of hunting) and would take to 

the air showing their lovely wing pattern. 

 Our search for Pin-tailed Sandgrouse was more difficult and we had to make do with a flock flying 

some distance away with their white-bellies confirming the ID. The plains also gave us our first views 

of Eurasian Griffon, more Black Vulture and a young Montague’s Harrier quartering the field nearby. 

We also had our fourth sighting of Azure- winged Magpie but I found these birds impossible to 

photograph. They were incredibly timid and 

would never let you get vaguely close. 

Late in afternoon back in Trujillo we headed 

back to the open fields in search of Little 

Bustard which we had missed for the whole 

day and just half an hour before dark 

eventually found four birds  a long way off 

near a farmhouse. We couldn’t get closer and 

they showed no inclination of moving so after 



some reasonable scope views we called it a day 

and headed for supper. 

On our last full day we travelled to Montfraque 

where the high cliffs were home to dozens of 

vultures and hopefully Spanish imperial Eagle. 

Eurasian Griffons were everywhere basking in 

the early morning sun and our climb to the top 

gave us close up views of these birds. Next up 

were a pair of Egyptian Vultures who gave good 

ariel views as they flew above the river and so 

we proceeded to the stake out for the Spanish 

Imperial- they weren’t around so we sat and waited –and waited. We went off to lunch and came 

back- no Eagle and with still 200 kilometres to travel to Madrid at 4.00pm we left with no Eagle. 

Imagine our delight when 100 kilometres up the motorway- two Imperial Eagles flew above us. We 

pulled off at the next exit and there they were circling close by. What a way to end our trip to Spain. 

We flew from Madrid the following morning landing without incident at Marrakech. We arrived a 

day before the tour started and played tourist for the afternoon visiting the Souk and taking a horse 

drawn carriage around the Medina. 

Brahim and his driver picked us up in the Prado early 

the next morning and we were off into the Atlas 

mountains heading for the Oukaimeden ski resort. A 

short detour was in order however for the endemic 

Levaillant’s Green Woodpecker.  A tea break on the way 

up gave us Moussier’s Redstart and Coal Tit in the very 

pleasant high altitude air. A ski resort without snow is 

always a quiet deserted place and we had the place to ourselves as we found Linnet, Rock Sparrow , 

Black Wheatear, Water Pipit  and with the Gods smiling on us a flock of Crimson-winged Finch which 

are usually at much higher altitudes in September. Unfortunately we missed the Alpine Accentor 

which Stephanie had also missed in Bhutan. 

Day two was a long drive day to Boumaine du Dades but it started well with African Blue Tit and a 

young Pied Flycatcher just outside our hotel. We tried for Tristram’s Warbler on the Tizi-n-Tichka 

Pass but we had to wait to the Todra Gorges before we found this bird. We were compensated with 

our first Long-legged Buzzard and the Moroccan subspecies of Crested Lark – known as Maghreb, or 

long-billed Crested Lark. Before reaching Boumaine we 

stopped for Desert, Maghreb and White-crowned 

Wheatears-  plus Trumpeter Finch a bird we missed in 

Spain- 4 great new birds for us. 

We had good accommodation all through the trip 

although I wasn’t impressed with the local “Tagines” 

the meat- usually lamb was pretty tough and the 

vegetables were also cooked with the meat emerging  



soggy and fairly tasteless. Breakfasts were the best 

meal of the day and we always had lunch on the 

road- The Moroccan round breads were tasty and 

the fruit and cheese were good too. 

Day 3 was going to be good. We were off to the 

Tagdilt Track (or less politely the local rubbish 

dump in the desert outside of town). Here 

amongst every conceivable type of refuse were 

packs of wild dogs and dozens of birds. Larks 

aplenty- Lesser Short-toed, Hoopoe, Temminck’s, 

and Thick-billed and lots of Wheatears- Red-rumped and Desert. We had great views of our first 

Barbary Falcon , another Long-legged Buzzard and just as we were about to leave- a pair of Cream-

coloured Coursers- what a start to the day- lifers galore!  Things had to slow down a little and they 

did! The Crowned Sandgrouse were not where they were supposed to be and after searching for an 

hour we moved on after more special prey. 

 Brahim has named his company Gayun Birding Tours- Gayun being the local name for Pharoah’s 

Eagle Owl so this was a bird we could not miss. It 

roosts in any of 5 different caves in the canyon in 

the desert but we were in luck. It was in the first we 

visited. Bingo!! The crowned Sandgrouse still 

refused to put in appearance but we picked up a 

pair of Scrub warblers in their absence and a Desert 

Lark. 

Day 4 was a long drive day via Todra gorge through 

the Middle Atlas to Zeida. But back to the 

Sandgrouse- just where they were supposed to be 

and after some close shots we were on our way. Todra Gorge has to be one of the most  spectacular 

gorges in the world and was to be our best chance for Bonellis Eagle, a bird we had missed in Spain. 

We missed it here too , our only big dip on the trip. We found Tristram’s though, along with Blue 

Rock-Thrush, Crag Martins and Rock Buntings before driving back into the mountains and reaching 

our hotel in Zeida late in the afternoon. 

This is the spot for Dupont’s Lark- an elusive Lark which runs at great speed before disappearing in 

the low scrub. Your best chance of success is at dawn when it sings from the top of a low scrubby 

bush . We arrived before dawn and could hear it 

singing in the gloom. I suddenly noticed a long neck 

moving on the skyline just above a ridge. It stopped, a 

head appeared , and in the first glimmer of light a 

Houbara’s Bustard hove into view. It was as surprised  

to see us as we were to see it. It took off 30 metres 

away and flew 100 metres away giving great views in 

the early morning light.  It took us another 5 minutes 

to find and see the lark well enough to be happy 



before returning to look for the bustard. Alas it was not 

to be seen again. 

Now it was time to head south towards the Sahara. 

Another long drive but after checking unsuccessfully for 

more Scrub Warblers, we stopped near an abandoned 

farm and in the olive plantation there we found the 

Fulvous Babblers, our only ones on the trip- they were 

not too confiding and difficult to photograph. Another 

stop saw our first attempt at Spotted Sandgrouse but 

again after scouring the plains for an hour they were not to be found. Our hotel was several 

kilometres from Merzouga on the edge of some big dunes- pretty similar to the Walvis dunes. 

Brown-necked Ravens – a true desert bird were close to the gate- we were to see many more at the 

rubbish tip in Rissani. 

Day six saw us exploring the edge of the Sahara around the small oases in search of Desert Sparrow 

and African Desert Warbler. Brahim as always had stakeouts for these and with both birds under our 

belt we returned to the hotel for lunch. In the afternoon we checked out the tourist attractions of 

Merzouga before heading for Rissani and the Brown-

necked Ravens and another attempt at the 

Sandgrouse. 

The deserts around Rissani are where many of the 

fossils and ammonites are found that you can buy in 

the tourist shops. In fact Brahims family are in the 

business, so we were shown the diggings they owned. 

Spotted Sandgrouse are much shier than their 

Crowned counterparts and the flock we found flew 

many times and required many attempted close approaches before they got used to the vehicle’s 

presence and allowed us  to approach for a photograph- another lifer in the bag. 

With all our targets in the desert accounted for we hit the road again. It is a long way to the coast. 

We overnighted in Ouarzazate and headed west for Agadir and the Oued Massa. Just short of our 

hotel on the coast we stopped for another great bird – Stone Curlew- and not just one- the field held 

at least 50 birds. 

 Northern Bald Ibis has always been on my hit list and finally today was going to be day.  We set off 

to search the barren plains close to Oued Massa. This 

early in the morning they should be out there 

somewhere busy feeding. We crisscrossed track after 

track- an hour went by and no bird. We stopped to ask 

the locals on 3 occasions and always got the same reply- 

they are around but they never feed in the same place 

So on we drove- kilometre after kilometre- another hour 

went by and no bird.   Brahim said “we ARE going to find 



them”. So we headed further north stopping to scan the plains every five minutes- no bird! 

In the distance we saw a lighthouse high on the cliff above the beach and finally there they were- a 

flock of 150-200 birds- not feeding just sunning themselves along the cliff top. And then 200 metres 

further up the road another similar sized flock- nearly 400 birds –half the world population of 

Northern Bald Ibis.  

They were so close together it made photography difficult and our guide didn’t want to get too close 

in order not to scare them but they didn’t seem too bothered when a local came along and walked 

through the midst of them. Then lo and behold 

another flock of 50 odd birds came flying down the 

coast circled out to sea and landed to join the merry 

throng. Wow now we had seen it all. We birded the 

river and estuary later in the day but it was all a bit of 

an anticlimax. We found Eurasian Spoonbill, heard 

Black-crowned Tchagra calling but didn’t chase it. The 

estuary gave us Greater Flamingo, Osprey, Stilts, 

Plovers, Glossy Ibis, Great Cormorant, Godwits 

,Whimbrels and Curlews.  

Our last full day and we were off to see another big target- Eleonora’s Falcon- 600 pairs nest on the 

offshore island of Mogador just 800 metres offshore in Essaouira. Where do we catch the boat I 

asked Brahim- What boat he said?  I could not believe we were not going to get real close and 

personal with the falcons. He then came with the story that no one was interested in hiring their 

boat out for a couple of hours – not sure I believed that one. 

The Falcons were in the air all the time- there was no opportunity to see one perched. They flew 

across from the Island to the Estuary where they hunt the migrating passerines to feed their chicks. 

The air was full of hundreds of Yellow-legged Gulls 

which flew 50 metres above the beach. The 

Falcons cruised over another 50 metres above the 

gulls. It was a grey day – the light was poor and I 

cursed as I watched these little grey coloured 

Falcons soaring above me and the chance of a 

decent photo just about zero. 

 



I photographed for two hours –hundreds of shots and just a handful were worth keeping- a couple of 

birds did come over slightly closer than the rest. The estuary proved interesting- lots of Cormorants 

and Gulls and plenty of waders- Greenshank, Little ringed Plover, Green Sandpiper, Common 

Redshank, Little Tern and more. 

We enjoyed Essaouira – a colourful little seaside town with an ancient medina. We shopped there 

for a tagine to bring home. Then we hit the road for Marrakech- the end of fascinating birding trip-

we only missed the Bonelli’s – thats about as good as it gets! 
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