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Introduction: 
 
Alicante is a city and a port on the Costa Blanca coast in eastern Spain. It has a small British ex-pat 
population which is boosted each year with many thousands of tourists seeking the sun, sea, sand 
and fun in Alicante itself and the nearby resort of Benidorm. Budget airlines from the UK offer 
regular flights direct to Alicante airport throughout the year.  
 
I stayed at the Holiday Inn in Elche, just 10 mins from the airport and ideally located for easy access 
to the nature reserves at Clot de Galvany, El Hondo, Santa Pola and Pinet Lagoons. A smaller 
Holiday Inn Express is located overlooking the sea closer to Alicante town. 

Itinerary: 
 
Sat 3rd May 2014: Fly London Southend to Alicante with EasyJet 
  Clot de Galvany (‘The Clot’), Santa Pola, Pinet and El Hondo fields 
  o/n Holiday Inn, Elche 
 
Sun. 4th May 2014: Higuenuela, Petrola Lagoon, Colla Ribio Lakes and ‘The Clot’ 
  o/n Holiday Inn, Elche 
 
Mon. 5th May 2014: Vistabello Road, El Hondo, La Mata and Santa Pola harbour 
  Fly Alicante to London Southend with Easyjet 

Useful references: 
 

• Costa Blanca Bird Club (www.costablancabirdclub.com) 
• Birdforum (www.birdforum.net/opus/) 
• A Birdwatching Guide to the Costa Blanca (Malcom Palmer, 1994) 
• Where to watch birds in Southern Costa Blanca and surrounding areas (Graham Critchell) 
• Field Guide to Birds of Britain & Europe (Paul Sterry, 2010) ISBN 978-0-7495-6408-7 
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Alicante, Spain. 
Saturday 3rd May 2014: 
 
Having scratched the surface of some fantastic reserves at 
El Hondo, Clot de Galvany, Santa Pola and Pinet during a 
summer holiday to Alicante last year, this was the return 
‘birding’ trip that I’d promised myself in order to explore the 
area in greater detail. 
 
Before I go any further, I absolutely must put on record my 
very special thanks to Mary Brazier and Bryan Thomas of 
the brilliant Costa Blanca Bird Club. 
 
I had emailed Mary prior to travel for advice on what to 
see/where to go/recent sightings etc. Mary put me in touch 
with Bryan who is an excellent birder and photographer and 
took me ‘under his wing’ for the 2½  days I was in Spain. 
More about Bryan later … suffice to say he is an amazing 
guy, an awesome birder and brilliant company. Bryan Thomas, Costa Blanca Bird Club 

I took the 10.25am EasyJet flight from Southend, arriving in Alicante at 2pm local time. After 
collecting the hire car I picked up Bryan from his home in Gran Alacant and by 3pm we were out 
birding at Clot de Galvany. House Sparrow, Collared Dove, Woodpigeon, Blackbird, Great Tit, 
Goldfinch, Linnet, Barn Swallow, House Martin, Mallard, Coot, Moorhen and Little Grebe were the 
first birds on the trip list, nothing too spectacular I hear you call. Then the real treats started to 
show – Spotless Starling, Serin, White Wagtail, Little Ringed Plover, Black-winged Stilt, Great Reed 
Warbler, Red-crested Pochard, White-headed Duck, Yellow-legged Gull and Audouin’s Gull. 

We then headed along the coast road (Avenue Catalanet) towards Santa Pola and stopped by the 
pine trees in the sand dunes behind Carabassi beach. Our target bird was Rufous Bush Robin but to 
no avail. It either hadn’t arrived yet from it’s winter holiday in West Africa, or it was keeping a very 
low profile. As this is a notorious spot for naturists we didn’t want to hang around long or attract 
any undue attention with our big lenses so we quickly returned to the car and continued along the 
N335 road to Santa Pola salinas (saltpans). 

Little Ringed Plover White-headed Duck 

Great Reed Warbler 



From the layby by the tower at Santa Pola salinas we observed distant Greater Flamingo, Cattle 
Egret, Little Egret, Yellow-legged Gull, Whiskered Tern, Redshank, Avocet, Curlew Sandpiper, 
Kentish Plover, Turnstone, Crested Lark and Spanish Yellow Wagtail. The highlight here was a 
small colony of Little Terns that afforded us close up views of them hunting for a fishy meal. 

Santa Pola salt pans 

Little Tern Little Tern 

Spanish Yellow Wagtail 

Turnstone 

Next stop was Pinet Lagoons which is also part of the Santa Pola Reserve. Here we had better 
views of Curlew Sandpiper and Black-winged Stilt, and we also added Common Tern to our list.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On then to Vistabello Road (CV861) which runs along the outskirts of the flagship reserve at           
El Hondo. Early morning visits here last year had proved very rewarding. 

Curlew Sandpiper 

Common Tern Black-winged Stilt 



We seemed to strike it lucky with fantastic birds in quick succession: Squacco Heron, Purple 
Heron, Cattle Egret, Little Egret, Common Kestrel, Zitting Cisticola, Black-headed Gull, Red-
legged Partridge, European Bee-eater, Hoopoe, Woodchat Shrike and Pallid Swift. A Cetti’s 
Warbler called from the reeds. The highlight though was a pair of Eurasian Roller, perched high 
in a palm tree in the middle of a football pitch that had been given over to cereal production.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Heading down a farm track adjacent to a flooded field in pursuit of Glossy Ibis, disaster struck. 
Well maybe ‘disaster’ is too strong a word. Let’s just say I managed to get my little Peugeot hire 
car well and truly stuck in a big, muddy puddle! For those that have read my trip reports from 
Greece and Morocco, getting my hire car stuck in sand or mud is something that I do … a lot!    
As always, the trick is not to panic. Instead, have a laugh, make a plan, do lots of pushing, 
shoving and engine revving, and then … when you’re free … laugh again, the louder the better! 

European Bee-eater Eurasian Roller 

Eurasian Roller Eurasian Roller 



Football pitch or field of barley? 

Car in camouflage in pursuit of Glossy Ibis! 

Woodchat Shrike 

With the light fading fast and the car caked in mud, we headed to one last spot for the day. And 
what a spot! On a minor road off the main N335 towards Santa Pola lighthouse, we parked up, got 
out of the car, and listened and waited. Within 10 minutes (about 9.15pm) we heard a distinctive 
sound that resembled that of an approaching train on the London underground. It was of course the 
sound of Red-necked Nightjar calling. The bird flew in a circle around us with its white bars on 
broad brown wings clearly visible. The sun set in the distance marking the end of a great first day. 

I dropped Bryan off at 9.45pm, and 
he kindly volunteered to wash off the 
excess mud from the car. Apparently 
the police in Spain can issue on the 
spot fines for dirty cars! After making 
plans to pick him up again at 7.00am 
the next morning, I retired to my 
hotel at 10.30pm for a pizza, beer, 
shower and bed in that order … 
knackered but very, very happy! 
 

48 birds in the first 6 hours, and the 
beginning of a friendship with Bryan 
(and his wife Trisha) that I hope will 
last for many years to come. 

Sunset on the road to Santa Pola lighthouse 



Sunday 4th May 2014: 
 
After picking Bryan up at 7.00am, we headed inland along the motorway towards Higuenuela.        
En-route we added Great Spotted Cuckoo, Thekla Lark, Skylark, Tawny Pipit and Magpie to our trip 
list, and also got better views of Hoopoe and Crested Lark. 

Great Spotted Cuckoo 

Hoopoe 

Amongst the rolling farmland near an abandoned railway station at Estacion, we added Calandra 
Lark, Lesser Kestrel, Stone Curlew, Iberian Green Woodpecker and Carrion Crow to our trip list. 
 

In the distance we noticed a parked car with birders and their scopes scanning the middle of the 
field. We approached and introduced ourselves to a group from Warwickshire who kindly put us 
on to Great Bustard (Europe’s heaviest bird) and some distant Sand Grouse.  

Crested Lark 

Great Bustard 

Rolling farmland near Higuenuela  Rural Spain 



We continued on towards Higuenuela and observed Corn 
Bunting, Mistle Thrush, Short-toed Treecreeper, Chaffinch 
and Booted Eagle, as well a regular sightings of Hoopoe. 
 
We then had 3 wheatears in quick succession – Black 
Wheatear, Northern Wheatear and Black-eared Wheatear. 

Rural Spain 

Booted Eagle Corn Bunting Black-eared Wheatear 

We stopped for elevens’ next to a small stand of poplar trees and were rewarded with fleeting 
glimpses of Golden Oriole, Spotted Flycatcher and Greenfinch. 
 

In a small roadside pool en-route to Petrola we observed Shelduck and Wood Sandpiper. The 
Shelduck were easily spooked. They took off as soon as we approached, did a big circle, and then 
came back in to land in exactly the same spot , landing on the water like a boat plane on skids. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We arrived at Petrola lagoon itself at 12.30pm and quickly added Marsh Harrier, Gull-billed Tern, 
Ringed Plover and Ruff to our list. We also enjoyed good views of Greater Flamingo, Black-winged 
Stilt, Common Sandpiper, Redshank, Great Reed Warbler and Whiskered Tern. 

Shelduck 

Wood Sandpiper 



Our next stop was an area known as Colla Ribio Lakes. Here we watched the Gull-billed Terns and 
Whiskered Terns perform their aerial acrobatics as they completed circuit after circuit of feeding 
raids which reminded me somewhat of the ‘Dambusters’ film. Also present were Mallard, Little 
Grebe, Coot, Black-headed Gull, Black-winged Stilt  and our first Common Pochard and Common 
Buzzard. Marsh Frogs and Blue Damsleflies were also noted. 
 
A track running through the middle of the lake produced spectacular close up views of Ruff, Pied 
Avocet, Common Sandpiper, Ringed Plover, Kentish Plover, Little Stint, Temminck’s Stint and 
Greater Flamingo, as well as distant views of Dunlin , Curlew Sandpiper and Lapwing. 

Petrola Lagoon 

Greater Flamingo 

Petrola Lagoon 



Petrola Lagoon 

Greater Flamingo 



Ruff 

Common Sandpiper 



Little Stint Little Stint 

Whiskered Tern 

Gull-billed Tern 

Cattle Egret 

At 5pm we finally tore ourselves away Colla Ribio Lakes, and drove 90mins back 
towards Alicante, passing Bonete on the way where we added Rock Dove (but no 
House Buntings) drinking from a a water trough.  

Temminck’s Stint 



At 6.30pm we arrived back in Gran Alicant and had time for a 30 minute quick re-visit to ‘The Clot’. 
We were rewarded with new sightings of Red-rumped Swallow, Pied Flycatcher and Sardinian 
Warbler. We also watched a White Wagtail bathing, a rabbit swimming and a Mallard preening. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

After a quick shower and change, it was my absolute privilege to take Bryan and his wife Trish out 
for a slap-up Chinese meal in Gran Alacant. The restaurant was full of a mix of English ex-pats and 
local Spanish residents. Everyone appeared to know everyone else and so as the ‘new face,’ I was 
ceremoniously introduced to fellow diners and the restaurant staff alike. The food was delicious! 

Red-rumped Swallow 

Pied Flycatcher 

Monday 5th May 2014: 
 
Another 7am early start on this my final day in 
Spain. We decided to stay local and try to pick 
up species we’d missed on day 1, and also get 
better views of birds we had seen already. 
 
Vistabello Road seemed a good place to start. 
En-route to find the Roller again we added 
Southern Grey Shrike, Nightingale, Jackdaw 
and Little Owl to our trip list, and also enjoyed 
repeat sightings of Cattle Egret, Great Spotted 
Cuckoo and Stone Curlew. 
 

Southern Grey Shrike 

Mallard White Wagtail 

Rabbit 



I was desperate to see Collared Pratincole so we headed off to some local fish ponds near the 
dump. We saw Grey Heron, Glossy Ibis, Little Egret, Greater Flamingo, Yellow-legged Gull, Black-
headed Gull,  Common Sandpiper and Black-winged Stilt … but no Pratincoles. 
 

At 8.45am we headed towards San Felipe Visitor Centre at El Hondo. A walk around the reserve 
produced Great Crested Grebe, Marbled Duck, Great White Egret, Little Bittern, Spoonbill, 
Mediterranean Gull, Red-knobbed Coot and Iberian Stonechat for the list, as well as repeat 
sightings of White-headed Duck, Purple Heron, Curlew Sandpiper, Avocet, Black-winged Stilt, 
Pochard, Zitting Cisticola, Pallid Swift and Great Reed Warbler. We also heard a distant Cuckoo. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

In search of Pratincoles we retraced our steps (back along the muddy tracks that we had got the car 
stuck in 2 days previous), scouring the irrigation-flooded fields which were full of Cattle Egret, Little 
Egret, Glossy Ibis, a Squacco Heron and a few Mediterranean Gulls. Finally, looking high in the sky, 
we saw not one but three Collared Praticoles whizz past at high speed. They looked like big Swifts 
with their forked tail, long dark wings and white belly. I managed to get off a record shot to mark 
this ‘lifer’ for me but longed for a better look which sadly never materialised on this trip. 

Mediterranean Gull Collared Pratincole Little Bittern 

El Hondo 

El Hondo 

Red-knobbed Coot Marsh Frog 



Glossy Ibis Glossy Ibis 

Cattle Egret 

Cattle Egret Irrigation-flooded fields near El Hondo 



At 2.30pm we headed off to La Mata lagoon and soon picked up Slender-billed Gull, Golden Plover 
and a distant Montagu’s Harrier. Just in front of the hide were a pair of very confiding Kentish 
Plovers, feeding in the shallows, along with a single Ringed Plover and Black-winged Stilt. Out in the 
deeper water were approx. 200 Slender-billed Gulls feeding downstream from an irrigation pipe.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In a shady area within the park, a family was enjoying a picnic and feeding the relatively tame 
Iberian Grey Squirrels. A stick-insect like cricket added to the list of non-avian wildlife seen here. 

Golden Plover Slender-billed Gull 

Kentish Plover 

Kentish Plover Kentish Plover 

Iberian Squirrel Iberian Squirrel Cricket sp. 



Our final location was Santa Pola harbour itself. We timed our arrival (4.30pm) to coincide with 
the arrival of the fishing boats back to port. As each boat came in it was trailed by a cloud of gulls 
and terns. We managed to pick out Sandwich Tern, Little Tern, Common Tern, Slender-billed Gull, 
Yellow-legged Gull and Audouin’s Gull. Resting on a boat anchor rope in the marina was a 
Mediterranean Shag, and flying overhead we added Cormorant as the last bird on our list. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

One final look for Rufous Bush Robin at Carabassi beach again proved fruitless, so after a shower 
and a farewell meal with Bryan and Trish, it was time to bid our fond farewells and I returned to 
the airport for my flight back to Southend. 
 
A quick total up revealed 107 species seen and 3 species heard – an amazing total only made 
possible due to Bryan’s excellent local knowledge and his passion to share it with all who ask. 
 
Highlights were many but if I had to single out an extra special moment, it would be sat in the car 
on the track running between two pools at Colla Ribio Lakes … waders to the left of me and 
waders to the right of me! But then again … the Roller? … the Bee-eater? … Little Terns?, etc. etc. 

Santa Pola fishing boat Santa Pola fishing boat 

Audouin’s Gull Audouin’s Gull 



ALICANTE BIRDING TRIP LIST (3rd - 5th May 2014) 
Grey Heron Gull-billed Tern Little Ringed Plover Carrion Crow 

Purple Heron Common Tern Ringed Plover Magpie 

Squacco Heron Little Tern Kentish Plover Jackdaw 

Cattle Egret Sandwich Tern Golden Plover Mistle Thrush 

Little Egret Whiskered Tern Common Sandpiper Golden Oriole 

Great White Egret Collared Pratincole Wood Sandpiper Nightingale 

Little Bittern Sand Grouse (sp.) Curlew Sandpiper Cetti’s Warbler (H) 

Glossy Ibis Great Bustard Dunlin Great Reed Warbler 

Eurasian Spoonbill Stone Curlew Black-winged Stilt Sardinian Warbler 

Greater Flamingo Red-legged Partridge Little Stint Spotless Starling 

Cormorant Red-necked Nightjar Temminck’s Stint Blackbird 

Mediterranean Shag Great Spotted Cuckoo Ruff Great Tit 

Little Grebe Common Cuckoo (H) (Pied) Avocet Linnet 

Great Crested Grebe Iberian Green Woodpecker Redshank Serin 

Coot Hoopoe Pied Avocet House Sparrow 

Red-knobbed Coot Short-toed Treecreeper Turnstone Chaffinch 

Moorhen Eurasian Roller Lapwing Greenfinch 

Common Pochard European Bee-eater Barn Swallow Goldfinch 

Red-crested Pochard Southern Grey Shrike Red-rumped Swallow Zitting Cisticola 

Mallard Woodchat Shrike House Martin Corn Bunting 

Shelduck Little Owl Pallid Swift Tawny Pipit 

Marbled Duck Common Kestrel (Spanish) Yellow Wagtail Skylark 

White-headed Duck Lesser Kestrel White Wagtail Crested Lark 

Black-headed Gull Marsh Harrier Pied Flycatcher Thekla Lark 

Yellow-legged Gull Montagu’s Harrier Spotted Flycatcher Calandra Lark 

Slender-billed Gull Common Buzzard Rock Dove Black-eared Wheatear 

Audouin’s Gull Booted Eagle Collared Dove Black Wheatear 

Woodpigeon (Northern) Wheatear 

Bryan Thomas: 
 

Bryan and his wife Trish used to live on the Isles of Sicily for 25 years where they ran a successful 
restaurant business before retiring to Spain some 10 years ago. Bryan has always been a birder 
and some of his ‘claims to fame’ include; finding New Zealand Shearwater in 2003, thought to 
have been extinct since 1850! (http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/3344917.stm) adding 
Scopolis Shearwater to the British Bird List in 2004 (http://www.scillypelagics.com/scopolis.html),  
and being the chief record keeper for the Isles of Sicily for 11 years. If that doesn’t qualify for 
‘legend’ status, then add to it that Bryan is also a professional musician and played on backing 
tracks for Duran Duran, OMD and Sade back in the day! He is also a professional photographer and 
you can see examples of his work at www.costablancabirdclub.com. 
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