BIRDING IN HUELVA, SPAIN
23rd to 29th January 2017
(inc. 2-day extension to Rio Formosa & Alentejo, Portugal)
Richard Hanman, Paul Collin, Steve Bastow,
Steve Cupit, Joyce Varley and Paul Hetherington.
Local Guides: Sergio Martin, George Cuevas and Laury Grenon.
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Huelva is a province of just over 10,000km2 (about half the size of Wales) in southern Spain in the
western part of Andalucía. It is bordered by Portugal to the west and the Spanish provinces of
Badajoz, Seville and Cadiz to the north, east and south respectively. It also has a southern coastline
with the Atlantic Ocean. The economy is based on agriculture and mineral mining, especially copper.
The province contains the small town of Palos de la Frontera (where Christopher Columbus sailed on
his first voyage of discovery in 1492) and shares the Donana National Park with neighbouring Cadiz.
The National Park of Donana (543km2) in the southwest of Huelva province is a vast area of
protected freshwater lagoons, saltmarsh wetlands, sand dunes, and forests of cork oak and stone
pine. For hundreds of years it was the royal hunting grounds for Spanish kings and queens but in
1969 it was declared a National Park. In 1988 it was given the status of Special Protection Area for
birds, and in 1994 it was declared a World Heritage Site. The park is now managed by the Ministry of
the Environment of the national Spanish Government and access is strictly restricted to tours
operated by licensed companies.
The National Park is further protected by a buffer zone of 842km2 of surrounding natural dehesa
parkland where access is less restricted and the general public are welcomed through the provision
of various visitors centres and nature trails. Iconic birds such as White Stork, Glossy Ibis, Purple
Heron, Spoonbill, Osprey, Spanish Imperial Eagle, waders and wildfowl can be found throughout.
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Introduction:
Donana National Park has for a long time been on my ‘birding bucket list’ and following my recent
recce trip to Extremadura in November 2016 I had cultivated thoughts of running a future 2-centre
Bargain Birding Club trip covering the two iconic areas.
So imagine my surprise when, via my local RSPB group leader, I got an email from Cota Donana
Guides Association on 28th December 2016 inviting participants on a familiarisation trip funded by
the local Huelva government. I filled in the online application form, expecting thousands of other
birders to have done the same and hoped for the best. Two days later I received an email from
Sergio Martin saying “I had been chosen!”. An itinerary quickly followed and the trip was on. I
managed to jiggle my work rota by working a few weekends to bank some lieu time and, as the trip
was arranged so last minute, it was doubly exciting as I didn’t really know what to expect.
This was a 2-centre familiarisation trip with 3 nights based at Hotel Toruno in El Rocio, and 2 nights
at the Islantilla Gold Resort Hotel near Huelva. I had also arranged to stay on for 1 extra night at
the Bela Alexandra Guesthouse in Fuseta, near Tavira just over the border in Portugal.

Monday 23rd January 2017: Arrival in Faro and birding en-route to El Rocio
The alarm went off at 3.30am but in the excitement of birding somewhere new I was only half
asleep and jumped out of bed before the first ring had finished. -3oC outside and thick freezing fog
meant I had to de-ice the windscreen before loading the car and setting off for Gatwick at 4am.

Check-in was a breeze, straight through security to the boarding gate ready to depart on the
6.30am flight to Faro. I hadn’t pre-booked my seats (saved a few quid) so EasyJet placed me in seat
27E … which it just so happened was next to another birder, Steve Bastow (aka Oxford Steve from
the RSPB Vale of White Horse local group) who was on the same recce trip ... How weird was that!
We settled into the short 2hr 30 min flight and the wheels
touched the tarmac at Faro just before 9.00am.
Portuguese passport control and baggage collection went
like a dream, so much so we were in the temporary
arrivals hall a good hour before our pre-arranged 10.30am
rendezvous with Sergio Martin from Donana Guides.
Next birders to arrive were Paul Collin from The Scottish
Ornithological Club, and Steve Culpit (aka Surrey Steve)
from the Surrey Bird Club. Last to join us at the airport was
Joyce Varley from the RSPB group in Skipton and Craven,
North Yorkshire. At 10.30am Sergio arrived and after
friendly introductions we left the arrivals hall to board the
rented 9-seater Mercedes Vito minibus.
Sergio Martin
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Leaving Faro we picked up the A49 motorway and headed straight for the Spanish border, marked by
the amazing International Bridge which spans the River Guadiana. En-route we passed acres and
acres of poly-tunnels full of strawberries, raspberries, blackberries and blueberries, olive plantations
and orange groves. Birds noted from the minibus included Red Kite, Common Buzzard, Common
Kestrel, White Stork, Cattle Egret, Raven, House Sparrow and Spotless Starling.
International Bridge, Portugal-Spain border

El Hondo

Just before we reached the town of Huelva we pulled off the motorway and took a dirt track
towards a prison that criss-crossed recently ploughed farmland. “LBJ’s is what we’re after”
announced Sergio, and LBJ’s we got in the shape of Corn Bunting, Crested Lark, Calandra Lark,
Linnet, Meadow Pipit and Spanish Sparrow. Other more colourful birds seen included Goldfinch,
Lapwing, Stonechat, Chiffchaff and White Wagtail. In one field a farmers tractor was being followed
by c. 50 White Wagtail. At a small Eucalyptus copse we observed Robin, Chiffchaff and Blackcap.
Ploughing the fields near Huelva

As the time was rapidly approaching 2.30pm, Sergio made for the small village of Trigueros where
we had a delightful tapas lunch in a traditional old bar adorned with farming implements, deer heads
and a huge olive press.
Black-winged Stilt
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White Stork nests

Refreshed we set off again taking the A435 towards San Juan del
Puerto then drove over a railway crossing to bird underneath the
road bridge that spans the Ria Del Tinto. The river is stained red
due to iron oxides in the soil. Here White Storks sat on nests on
top of pylons, Azure-winged Magpie, Common Magpie and
Willow Warbler flew amongst the Cork Oaks, while Mallard,
Gadwall and Little Grebe adorned the reedy pools. Hoopoe and
Sardinian Warbler were both heard but remained hidden.
With no sign of Crag Martin (just abandoned nests) we joined the
A472 and continued to the village of Niebla (whose old Moorish
town walls are home to a small colony of Lesser Kestrel in Spring).
We passed through the small village of Rocicina del Condado
where the church tower was adorned with White Stork nests.
Between the villages rows of Stone Pines lined the road and Sergio
explained that they had been planted as a commercial crop as the
pine nuts they produced typically sell for 50 euros per kg!
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At Niebla we took the A484, A474 and A483 to the wild west town of El Rocio. Wooden houses
flanked sandy streets, horses were the main form of transport and each house had its own hitching
post outside the veranda. At the time of our visit the streets were empty but Sergio explained that
c.500,000 people descended on this small town on pilgrimage to the Virgin Mary (Patron Saint of the
nearby town of Almonte) during Pentecost (50 days after Easter) when hotel prices rocket from 60
euros to 600 euros a night! The pilgrimage itself is the biggest in Andalucía and dates back to 1653.
El Rocio

We piled out of the minibus and headed to a viewpoint overlooking ‘The Mother of the Marshes’ –
so called as it is the first of the lagoons within Donana to fill up when it rains. Here in the late
Black-winged Stilt
afternoon sunshine we were treated to 2 hours of easy birding.
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Flocks of Greater Flamingo mixed with Eurasian Spoonbill. Glossy Ibis fed in the reeds just feet
away from us. Shoveler, Shelduck and Teal were feeding in the deep water, while Snipe, Blacktailed Godwit, Black-winged Stilt, Green Sandpiper and Wood Sandpiper occupied the shallows.

‘Mother of the Marshes’ lagoon, El Rocio
Whilst I was distracted trying to get some close up photos of Glossy Ibis and Chiffchaff, others
added scope views of Pintail, Greylag Goose, Grey Heron, Moorhen, Common Sandpiper and
Yellow-legged Gull to the group trip list.
Suddenly I picked up a Bluethroat as it flew in front of us and
landed by the waters edge – a lifer for Oxford Steve and
Joyce. At 6pm we headed back to the minibus to retrieve our
luggage and were rewarded by a Black Redstart feeding on
the ground under the canopy of a 1,000 year old Olive tree.

Glossy Ibis

We checked into the Hotel Toruno overlooking the lagoon –
an idyllic spot and our base for the next 3 nights. The rooms
were basic but sufficient with twin beds, bath/shower, TV,
small fridge and sufficient power points to charge up phone
and camera batteries overnight, and free Wi-Fi throughout.
We met in the restaurant bar next door at 7.30pm and
enjoyed a traditional 3-course Spanish meal washed down by
a few glasses of wine.
We updated our trip list and concluded that day 1 had
produced 62 birds and had been a great introduction to
birding in this part of Spain. Given our early start this
morning we decided on an early finish and so by 10pm
everyone had retired to their rooms.

Bluethroat
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Tuesday 24th January 2017: Southern Donana National Park
At breakfast at 7.30am our group was joined by Paul
Hetherington from RSPB Minsmere group in Suffolk.

4x4 safari

We collected our packed lunch from hotel reception and
boarded the minibus at 8.30am to explore the marshes
and dunes at the southern end of Donana National
Park. It was cold and frosty as we left El Rocio via the
A483 and headed towards the tourist area of
Matalascanas Beach.
At the Acebouche visitors centre we met Jorge Cuevas who would support Sergio guiding us
around this part of Donana. We transferred to our specially chartered 4x4 high-wheeled dune
El Hondo
vehicle and proceeded to the gated entrance leading to the beach beside the huge Gran Hotel del
Coto. What lay ahead of us was an 80km 4 hour safari that would take in the ecosystems of the
shoreline, sand dunes, stone pine forest and Guadalquivir salt marshes.
We drove by the waters edge along the huge stretch of sandy beach heading south towards the
estuary of the Rio Guadalquivir. It wasn’t long before we started adding birds to our trip list.
Audouin’s Gull mixed with small groups of Yellow-legged Gull and Lesser Black-backed Gull.
Sandwich Tern and Caspian Tern were plunging into the sea. Sanderling, Oystercatcher, Turnstone
and Grey Plover patrolled the shoreline looking for food. A pair of Peregrine perched on a tower.

Common Scoter

Sandwich Tern

Oystercatcher

Sanderling

Out at sea we observed numerous rafts of Common Scoter and a single Cormorant. Perched in a
tree on the ridge of the dunes was a pair of Booted Eagle. Washed up on the beach was a recently
deceased Leatherback Turtle whose corpse hadn’t yet been discovered by the gulls.
Booted Eagle

Leatherback Turtle
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Yellow-legged Gull

At the estuary of Rio Guadalquivir we turned off the beach and headed inland through juniper and
pine forest. Here we saw Chaffinch, Raven, Stonechat and Wheatear.
Black Redstart

Kestrel

Stone Pines
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A quick toilet stop at Poblado de la Plancha gave us the opportunity to scan the river and we
picked up a distant Osprey perched on a pylon. Crag Martin flew overhead and Black Redstart and
Stonechat seemed to be perched on every bush. Jorge found a dead Common Kestrel which he
speculated was severely under-weight. As well as birds we were lucky enough to have several good
sightings of Wild Boar, Red Deer and Fallow Deer near the Royal Palace.
Wild Boar

Red Deer doe

Red Deer stag

We came across an open area of water known as Guadalivir Marshes which was teeming with
thousands of Shoveler, Teal, Wigeon, Gadwall, Mallard, Pochard and Red-crested Pochard. In the
distance, flocks of Greater Flamingo provided a pink edge to the far river bank.
Our truck continued its way over the sandy tracks and as
we rounded a corner we came across a Spanish Imperial
Eagle perched on a purpose-built observation stick at the
top of a Stone Pine. Jorge promised us closer views so we
pushed on in anticipation.
Suddenly to the right hand side of the truck a Woodcock
flushed from the undergrowth and disappeared in a flash
– a rare bird for these parts by all accounts.
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Black-winged
Stilt
Woodcock

We honed in on the Spanish Imperial Eagle which hadn’t moved from its lofty perch, affording
everyone excellent views of this iconic bird.

Spanish Imperial Eagle

As we continued through the forested dune system we had
good views of Hoopoe and Zitting Cisticola. Paul suddenly
shouted “Dartford” from the back of the truck so the driver
backed up and we managed very obscure views of the bird. As
we broke out in to the open a Black Stork and Griffon Vulture
were seen sharing the same thermal to gain height. We exited
the dune system and re-joined the beach re-tracing our tracks
in the sand back to the visitors centre at El Acebouche.

Black Stork &
Griffon Vulture

El Hondo

Guadalivir Marshes
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We ate our lunch on the picnic tables at the visitors centre, sharing tit-bits with the resident Azurewinged Magpies, Common Magpies and House Sparrows.

Azure-winged Magpie

El Hondo

Black-winged Stilt
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After lunch we had a quick coffee and loo stop in the main building and then we followed the
boardwalk at the rear of the centre to a hide overlooking a lagoon. Two distant White Storks and a
Grey Heron were quickly usurped by a Dartford Warbler out in full view just in front of the hide. A
Little Grebe swam close by giving everyone good views of this dainty little water bird.

El Hondo

Dartford Warbler

Little Grebe

We then drove the short distance to Acebrun
and walked the riverine forest trail in the
grounds of the Palacio Acebrun. Here we
heard Short-toed Treecreeper, Crested Tit,
Wren and Serin but all proved visually illusive.
A small colony of Little Egrets overlooked a
woodland pond, and amongst them were two
very well-hidden Black-crowned Night Heron.
Long-tailed Tits worked their way through the
canopy above our heads and a Song Thrush
flew and disappeared over the tree tops.

Acebrun Palace

Egret colony

Black-winged
Riverine
forest Stilt
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Last stop of the day was La Rocina VC to a viewing hide overlooking the reed beds. Cetti’s Warbler, Red-crested Pochard,
Marsh Harrier, Little Egret and Glossy Ibis were the main birds of
note. Our attention was drawn more to a green European Mantis
and a caterpillar of the Processionary Moth. Children all over
Spain learn at an early age not to touch this bug which can cause
temporary blindness and an extremely nasty allergic skin reaction.

Processionary Moth caterpillar

European Mantis

El Hondo
As the light faded we headed back to El Rocio. Most of the group headed straight to their rooms
but Paul squeezed in a quick scan of the lagoon and picked up Kingfisher and Ruddy Shelduck.
Drinks in the bar at 7.30pm were followed by dinner at 8pm before retiring to our rooms at 10.pm.

Wednesday 25th January 2017: Northern Donana National Park
Our day began with breakfast at 7.30am and a slightly earlier departure at 8am on a very cold
(-5oC) and frosty morning. Our target species this morning wasn’t a bird at all … we were after
Iberian Lynx – one of the worlds rarest cats. We were joined by Harry, our driver and guide from
Visitas Donana who has special permission to enter the protected areas of the park.
Within a few minutes of boarding our tour bus we were leaving the sandy streets of El Rocio and
entering a forested area. Rabbit and Red-legged Partridge were both quickly spotted, typical prey
items of the Lynx, so we remained optimistic. As we drove down a muddy track Harry stopped the
vehicle to investigate some fresh tracks. As we crowded round the footprint Sergio called out
“Iberian Lynx” and sure enough, about 200m away a Lynx was sat watching us, enveloped in the
grey, cold mist. We watched as this iconic animal got up and slowly walked from right to left in
front of us before disappearing in the bushes. The moment was capped off by a calling Little Owl
and a fly-past by a mixed flock c.1,500 Spotless and Common Starlings.

Iberian Lynx
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We continued the ‘safari’ along the sandy woodland tracks, adding sightings of Red Deer, Greylag
Goose, Grey Heron, Common Buzzard, Common Kestrel, White Stork, Little Egret, Corn Bunting and
Serin to our day list. Emerging from the forest the track opened up into a vast, flat marshland area
where hundreds of Red Deer roamed freely. A stag roared in the morning mist and a juvenile
Spanish Imperial Eagle perched in a tree.
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Red Deer
Although the visibility was poor and it was bitterly cold, sightings in the mist of Glossy Ibis, Little
Egret, Grey Heron, Golden Plover, Lapwing, Kentish Plover, Black-winged Stilt, Greenshank,
Redshank, Spotted Redshank, Ruff, Green Sandpiper, Common Buzzard and Raven all added to the
ambience of this unique habitat. In the distance we could here the bugling of Common Crane,
enticing us further into the marsh.
Just before the regional boundary with the Province
of Cadiz was a large area of open water. Here we had
good views of Purple Swamphen and a Marsh
Harrier plucking a recent kill.
Thousands of wildfowl were on the open water and
Paul for one would have been happy spending the
rest of the day here. However the clock was ticking
so we pushed on across the state line into Cadiz to
visit the Jose Antonio Valverde Visitors Centre.
Valverde is known as the ‘Father of Donana’ as it was
mainly down to his efforts that the park received its
protected status back in 1969.
Whilst warming up on fresh coffee we observed a
Sardinian Warbler feeding in a small olive tree and
Greater Flamingo and Black-winged Stilt feeding in
the lagoon, along with our first Avocet of the trip.

Sardinian Warbler Black-winged Stilt
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Once suitably refreshed we pushed on in search of
Common Crane and soon came across a small but
distant flock feeding in the fields.
At 12noon we turned round and retraced our route
back to El Rocio. On the way we observed a Spanish
Imperial Eagle being pursued by a Raven before 3
further eagles and 2 ravens perched alongside each
other on a wooden fence in the distant mirk.

Common Crane

We ate our picnic lunch on a grassy bank overlooking the ‘Mother of the Marshes’ where the white
cathedral of The Virgin Mary reflected almost mirror-like in the cool blue water. Scanning the wildfowl
we all managed to get on the Ruddy Shelduck that Paul spotted yesterday. Blackcaps were feeding in
the tree tops and a male Black Redstart patrolled the deck area of the Aires de Donana restaurant.
El Hondo

El Rocio Cathedral
After lunch we boarded the minibus and set off towards the rice fields in the northern part of Donana.
En-route we decanted the bus to observe a Booted Eagle flying alongside a White Stork. We crossed
the Guadiamar River to the paddy fields, many of which were dry. Those that did contain water were
a magnet for Greater Flamingo, White Stork and Black-winged Stilt.
Black-winged Stilt
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Black Stork
We then spotted a single Black Stork on the opposite
side of the road. As we approached to take photos it
rose into the air, circled above us and flew off before
landing a safe distance.

Chiffchaff

Further along the road we came to a large lagoon
with Lesser Black-backed Gull, Shoveler, Teal,
Pochard, Pintail, Mallard, Coot, Moorhen, Blacknecked Grebe, Little Grebe and a lone Black Swan –
presumably an escaped captive bird from a wildfowl
collection.
A lone female Tufted Duck appeared to be
associating with a Ferruginous Duck although we
El Hondo
weren’t 100% confident with our ID skills as
both
birds were distant.
My attention was drawn to Chiffchaffs that were
behaving like fly-catchers darting out from a bush and
wire to catch insects on the wing. A Kingfisher zipped
past at high speed but failed to return despite some
rather attractive perching posts at the waters edge.
As the afternoon drew on we drove 30km back to El
Rocio, stopping only briefly to observe two roosting
Barn Owls low down in a Tamarisk bush in the
roadside ditch.
Over a beer in the hotel bar we updated our trip lists
before thanking and bidding farewell to Sergio who
had been a brilliant guide these past three days. Our
friendly banter continued over dinner before retiring
to our rooms at 9.30pm.

White Stork & Booted Eagle

Barn Owl
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Thursday 26th January 2017: Northern Huelva Province
Our guide for the next two days was Frenchman Laury Grenon. Not only had Sergio set the bar very
high but the weather today started off damp and just descended into persistent driving rain, so
Laury really did have a hard act to follow. If we’d been at home the last thing we would have
thought about doing today was go birding, but we were on a birding holiday so we had no option
but to grin and bare it. Fortunately the day did have a few birding highlights.
After breakfast we checked out of La Toruno hotel in El Rocio and set off at 8.30am driving 90 mins
to La Dehesa viewpoint overlooking a Stone Pine forest and the huge Don Simon orange juice
processing factory. Here we got our first sightings of Thekla Lark and a very distant Great Spotted
Cuckoo. Azure-winged Magpies and Corn Bunting were abundant, Serin called continuously from
the trees while a Common Buzzard soured high in the sky. We then moved on to an area of open
semi-steppe grassland where Laury miraculously spotted two distant Great Bustard displaying. We
El Hondo
also heard the call of the Iberian Green Woodpecker but failed to get a visual.
After a coffee and pastry stop in Villaneuvo de
los Castillejos, we continued along the A499 and
A475 to the Hermitage of the Virgin of Pena
(N 37o 36’ 6.8’’, W 7o 12’ 12.5’’) which on a sunny
day would give almost 360o panoramic views of
the surrounding countryside. However, today
was not a sunny day and a thick damp mist
descended around the summit so we had to limit
our birding to the cliff face and the car park.

Hermitage

Fortunately this proved to be rather fruitful and
delivered Blue Rock Thrush, Alpine Accentor (a
lifer for me), Woodlark and Rock Bunting. If
anyone doubts that birding in the rain is a
pointless exercise then this is evidence to the
contrary. The more you look, the luckier you get!
Blue Rock Thrush
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Alpine Accentor

Luganazo Mine

After consuming lunch we set off at 2pm for the
Luganazo Mine. Unfortunately the weather
continued to worsen so there was no chance of
seeing flying Griffon Vulture, Black Vulture or Chough
so we headed back to the small town of San Salvestre
de Guzman and took one of the ‘camino’ tracks crisscrossing farmland.
As the windows in the minibus steamed up and the
windscreen wipers flapped back and forth, the birds
were few and far between. One bright spot was a
large pond which held Snipe, Lapwing, Crested Lark,
White Wagtail, Caspian Tern, Barn Swallow and at
least one Red-rumped Swallow. A little further on we
came across some Cattle Egret that were
mysteriously covered in a blue dye.

Cattle Egret
El Hondo

We re-joined the main A499 road and drove south
through Villablanca before picking up the N431 to the
Islantilla Golf Resort Hotel near Lepe which would be
our base for the next two nights. This is a luxury 4*
golf and spa resort that has worked hard to create a
27-hole golf course that blends in to the natural
environment and provides a good habitat for birds.
Over dinner the heavens opened once more and the
thunder and lightning physically shook the glass
windows in the restaurant.

Islantilla Golf Resort Hotel

Black-winged Stilt
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Friday 27th January 2017: Odiel Marshes
After a breakfast of beautifully cooked fresh omelette we set off at 8.30am to the Odiel Marshes
on the outskirts of Huelva town. From Anastasio Senra’s visitors centre we scanned the river bank
and exposed mud flats underneath the bridge. We picked up Curlew, Whimbrel, Curlew
Sandpiper, Little Stint, Redshank, Spotted Redshank, Yellow-legged Gull and Lesser Black-backed
Gull. On the bridge itself we saw a Kingfisher zip by at high speed. On a dryer part of the reserve we
saw four Stone Curlew standing motionless and partially obscured by vegetation.

El Hondo

Odiel Marshes

Odiel Marshes

As we made our way along the Dique de Contencion de Arenas Principe Juan Carlos I tarmac road
we had multiple sightings of Osprey, Marsh Harrier, Cormorant, Greater Flamingo, Black-winged
Stilt, Dunlin, Kentish Plover, Ringed Plover, Grey Plover, Redshank, Greenshank, Sandwich Tern and
Water Pipit. Star bird though was an over-wintering Purple Heron feeding alongside a Grey Heron.

Little Stint & Dunlin

Kentish Plover

At the end of the road we opted for a spot of sea-watching and Paul C’s excellent eyes and scope
picked out distant Northern Gannet, Pomarine Skua (the 2nd lifer for me on this trip) and a possible
Great Skua. We retraced our route back to the visitors centre for coffee before picking up the keys
to the gates that allowed us privileged access to parts of the salt marsh beyond the observation
hide not open to the public. Here we had good views of Black-necked Grebe, Black-tailed Godwit,
Dunlin, Sanderling, Turnstone and a lone Marsh Sandpiper feeding alongside a groupBlack-winged
of Dunlin. Stilt
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We then moved on to a wooded part of the reserve
which produced Woodlark, Tree Pipit, Robin, Crested Tit
and Long-tailed Tit in the pines. We had to be back at
the hotel at 4pm for a meeting with the hotel owner.
We were in for a treat as Alfonso Caballero (Commercial
Director) had arranged a birding convoy on four electric
golf buggies. Alfonso was keen to point out the bird
feeders, nest boxes, wildfowl floating platforms and
considerate green-keeping practices that encouraged
Hoopoe, Great Spotted Cuckoo, Southern Grey Shrike,
Grey Wagtail, White Wagtail, Mistle Thrush, Mallard,
Moorhen and Muscovy Duck … the latter of which is
well known for eating hoards of mosquitos! All in all it
was a very pleasant trip around the golf course which
made for a memorable way to end the day.
Our routine 7.30pm bird list check in the bar was
followed by dinner in the restaurant minus Joyce who
had to depart for Faro airport for her flight back to
Leeds-Bradford.

Woodlark
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Odiel woodlands

Muscovy Duck

Southern Grey Shrike

Black-winged
Stilt
Golf
buggy safari
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Saturday 28th January 2017: Rio Formosa (Faro beach and Quinta do Lago)
Today was the last day of our escorted familiarisation trip but I’d pre-arranged to stay on a couple
of extra days to do some leisurely birding just over the border in Portugal. So after breakfast we left
the hotel in Islantilla and headed for the airport at Faro to drop off ‘Surrey Steve’ and ‘Oxford
Steve’. I collected my hire car from Avis and then Paul C. and Paul H. joined me for a brilliant couple
of hours birding at the Ludo Marsh area of Rio Formosa – just a 5 minute drive from Faro airport.
The tide was out so vast areas of exposed mud attracted Mediterranean Gull, Kentish Plover,
Ringed Plover, Grey Plover, Curlew, Whimbrel, Spoonbill, Curlew Sandpiper and Cormorant.

El Hondo

Grey Plover

Curlew

Whimbrel

Eurasian Spoonbill
As we walked along the riverside path towards Lago Marsh we reached an open pool full of
wildfowl. Shoveler, Teal, Mallard, Wigeon, Pochard, Pintail and Tufted Duck were joined by Little
Grebe, Black-necked Grebe and Great Crested Grebe. We also had good views of Osprey and
Booted Eagle sharing a thermal. Overhead Caspian Tern, Sandwich Tern, Grey Heron, Cattle Egret
and Little Egret went about their business looking for a fishy meal.
Black-winged Stilt
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Caspian Tern

Sandwich Tern

Caspian Tern

Sandwich Tern

Booted Eagle
& Osprey

Yellow-legged Gull
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Black-necked Stilt
Grebe
Black-winged

At 11.30am I dropped the two guys off back at Faro airport and then continued alone to Quinta do
Lago – one of my favourite bird watching spots in Europe. I parked at the beach near Hotel Quinta
do Lago and set off along the banks of the Rio Formosa. Turnstone, Oystercatcher and Common
Sandpiper probed the muddy shoreline while Chiffchaff, Stonechat, Hoopoe, White Wagtail, Mistle
Thrush and Black Redstart searched for insects on the close-cut sward of the golf course.
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Mistle Thrush

Common Sandpiper

Chiffchaff

Turnstone

Hoopoe

At the elevated bird hide
overlooking Lago Lake I enjoyed
amazing close up views of Glossy
Ibis, Purple Swamphen, Cetti’s
Warbler and Snipe.
On the lake Lesser Black-backed
Gull, Pintail, Gadwall, Shoveler,
Pochard, Moorhen and Little
Grebe all enjoyed bathing in the
sunshine. Barn Swallow plucked
insects from the water surface.
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Quinta do Lago

Quinta do Lago

Quinta do Lago
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Cetti’s Warbler

Snipe
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Purple Swamphen
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Wigeon

Shoveler

Pochard

Pochard

Tufted Duck

Gadwall

Pintail
Black-winged
Stilt

Pintail
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A large brown rat appeared briefly in the reeds and Pond Terrapins hauled themselves out of the
water for a spot of sun-bathing. The highlight here though was a Little Bittern which flashed across
the water before vanishing in the reeds.

Brown Rat

Little Bittern

Terrapin
El Hondo

Once I finally decided to tear myself away from the hide I set off on the circular walk back to the car
park taking in saltpans and saltmarsh. The salt pans held large numbers of Greater Flamingo,
Spoonbill, Black-winged Stilt, Dunlin, Little Stint, Redshank and a distant perched Kingfisher.
Kingfisher

Glossy Ibis

Quinta do Lago
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Black-winged Stilt

Greater Flamingo
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Greater Flamingo
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When I reached the saltmarsh the light was fading fast but it was just bright enough to watch and
photograph a pair of Short-eared Owl quartering back and forth – an amazing spectacle.

El Hondo

Short-eared Owl
Once back at the car I drove the short distance to Bela Alexandra Guesthouse in Fuseta near Tavira,
ideally located on the N125. I was the only guest staying the night so had to wait for the owner to
open up the building. Dinner was a really good garlic chicken and chips in the restaurant next door.
Black-winged Stilt
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Sunday 29th January 2017: Castro Marim and Castro Verde, Alentejo
I had high expectations of Castro Marim when I set off at 6am just as dawn was breaking. I took the
N125 road north passing through the delightful coastal villages of Santa Luzia and Tavira (which
looked like the hub for boat trips on the Rio Formosa) and came across the fabulous 4-star Hotel
Vila Gale Albacora which would be worth checking out for a future trip.
I turned off the N125 at the first sign for Castro Marim Nature Reserve and criss-crossed the main
roads. Nesting White Storks and singing Crested Lark and Corn Bunting provided ample roadside
photographic opportunities but access to the more remote areas of the marsh evaded me.

Crested Lark
El Hondo

Sardinian Warbler
Corn Bunting
At 10am I made the decision to leave Castro Marim
and headed inland via the IC27 and N267 to the
remote steppes around Castro Verde in the Alentejo
region. I’d birded here back in 2012 and was amazed
then at the abundance of birds, especially raptors.
By 11.30am I’d arrived and was quickly surrounded
by Azure-winged Magpie, Hoopoe, Crested Lark,
Thekla Lark, Southern Grey Shrike, Corn Bunting,
Stonechat, Lapwing, Golden Plover and Red-legged
Partridge. The river at Agua Santa da Morena was in
full flow and the riverside bushes held many Robin,
Chiffchaff and Chaffinch.
Black-winged Stilt
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Castro Verde

Casevel
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The N267 road opened up to reveal the rolling steppe countryside. With very few passing vehicles I
was able to use the car as a mobile hide birding along at a crawling pace taking in excellent views of
Southern Grey Shrike, Common Kestrel, Common Buzzard and then … perched on a post in a farm
at Joao Serra was bird of the trip … a beautiful Black-shouldered Kite. It’s bright red eye gleamed in
the sunshine. After getting a record shot I stared motionless at this magnificent bird for 2-3 minutes
before it took to the air on a hunting foray, hovering and gliding above the farmland.

Southern Grey Shrike

Common Buzzard

Black-shouldered Kite

El Hondo

Eventually the bird disappeared into the distance so I continued along the M509 and N123 to
Castro Verde. Eucalyptus trees lined the road, Azure-winged Magpie and Carrion Crow were
feeding in the fields, while numerous Red Kite flew overhead. One bird had very worn tail feathers.
From the centre of Castro Verde I took the M353 road north-west towards Casevel and headed for
the abandoned railway station which in Spring is home to a colony of Lesser Kestrel. En-route a
Spanish Imperial Eagle soured high on a thermal pursued by a Raven. A second Black-shouldered
Kite hovered above a field in search of prey. At the old railway station White Storks nested on the
roof. As I approached an outbuilding a Barn Owl flew out and settled in a distant tree. In the
building itself a Little Owl watched cautiously from the shadows.
After consulting by Gozney Guide I headed along the IP2 Beja road to Entradas in search of Little
and Great Bustard. Alas both species evaded me so at 2.15pm I re-programmed the satnav to Faro
airport. A quick scan around the back roads near Quinta do Lago produced a pair of Little Owl
before it was time to return the hire car and check in for my flight back to Gatwick.
Overall, a great birding trip with a personal list of 156 species in 7 days.
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TRIP LIST – 156 BIRDS (23rd to 29th January 2017)
Grey Heron

Black-headed Gull

Spanish Imperial Eagle

Robin

Black-crowned Night Heron

Lesser Black-backed Gull

Booted Eagle

Black Redstart

Purple Heron

Yellow-legged Gull

Marsh Harrier

Blackbird

Little Bittern

Audouin’s Gull

Common Buzzard

Song Thrush

Glossy Ibis

Slender-billed Gull

Red Kite

Mistle Thrush

Little Egret

Mediterranean Gull

Black-shouldered Kite

Blue Rock Thrush

Cattle Egret

Sandwich Tern

Osprey

Bluethroat

Great White Egret

Caspian Tern

Griffon Vulture

Zitting Cisticola

White Stork

Common Tern

Common Kestrel

Cetti’s Warbler

Black Stork

Golden Plover

Peregrine Falcon

Willow Warbler

Eurasian Spoonbill

Ringed Plover

Little Owl

Sardinian Warbler

Greater Flamingo

Kentish Plover

Barn Owl

Dartford Warbler

Common Crane

Grey Plover

Short-eared Owl

Blackcap

Cormorant

Lapwing

Southern Grey Shrike

Chiffchaff

Common Scoter

Little Stint

White Wagtail

Blue Tit (H)

Little Grebe

Dunlin

Grey Wagtail

Great Tit

Great Crested Grebe

Common Sandpiper

Crested Lark

Long-tailed Tit

Black-necked Grebe

Green Sandpiper

Calandra Lark

Crested Tit

Coot

Wood Sandpiper

Thekla Lark

Wren (H)

Purple Swamphen

Curlew Sandpiper

Woodlark

Chaffinch

Moorhen

Marsh Sandpiper

Meadow Pipit

Greenfinch

Black Swan

Redshank

Water Pipit

Goldfinch

Greylag Goose

Spotted Redshank

Tree Pipit

Serin

Mallard

Greenshank

Spanish Sparrow

Linnet

Common Pochard

Snipe

House Sparrow

Corn Bunting

Red-crested Pochard

Black-winged Stilt

Common Starling

Rock Bunting

Ferruginous Duck (poss.)

Black-tailed Godwit

Spotless Starling

Alpine Accentor

Tufted Duck

Bar-tailed Godwit

Stonechat

Woodpigeon

Wigeon

Avocet

Northern Wheatear

Collared Dove

Teal

Sanderling

Barn Swallow

Stock Dove

Pintail

Turnstone

Red-rumped Swallow

Ferral Pigeon

Shelduck

Oystercatcher

House Martin

Azure-winged Magpie

Ruddy Shelduck

Red Knot

Crag Martin

Magpie

Shoveler

Ruff

Sand Martin

Jackdaw

Gadwall

Curlew

Great Spotted Woodpecker (H)

Raven

Muscovy Duck

Whimbrel

Iberian Green Woodpecker (H)

Carrion Crow

Northern Gannet

Red-legged Partridge

Short-toed Treecreeper (H)

Jay

Pomarine Skua

Stone Curlew

Woodcock

Kingfisher

Great Skua (poss.)

Great Bustard

Great Spotted Cuckoo

Hoopoe
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OTHER NOTABLES
Iberian Lynx

Wild Boar

Iberian Hare

Rabbit

Red Deer

Fallow Deer

Leatherback Turtle (deceased)

Spanish Pond Terrapin

Brown Rat

Hedgehog

European Mantis

Processionary Moth Caterpillar

My Top Ten Trip Highlights were as follows:
1. ‘Mother of the Marshes’ at El Rocio – an idyllic lagoon with Glossy Ibis, Flamingo and Spoonbill
2. Iberian Lynx at dawn – a magical experience
3. Spanish Imperial Eagles in Donana National ParkBlue Rock Thrush
4. Quinta do Lago – one my favourite bird-watching walks in Europe – so much to see and so close!
5. Hermitage of the Virgin of Pena - Alpine Accentor, Woodlark, Rock Bunting and Blue Rock Thrush
El Hondo
6. A pair of Short-eared Owls hunting over Lago Marsh in the Rio Formosa NP
7. Black-shouldered Kite at Joao Serra in the Alentejo
8. Rolling countryside of the Castro Verde steppes
9. Abandoned railway station at Casevel
10. White Stork nests at Castro Marim

Useful references:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Geo Estel 1: 250,000 (1cm = 2.5km) Map 11 – Andalucia Occidental (ISBN 84 95788 18 7)
Birdwatching on Spain’s Southern Coast (John R. Butler, 2004 – ISBN 84 89954 38 0)
Field Guide to Birds of Britain & Europe (Paul Sterry, 2010 – ISBN 978 0 7495 6408 7)
Short video highlighting the wildlife of Donana: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zVVEfXAZBBc
Islantilla Golf Resort Hotel: http://en.islantillagolfresort.com/bird-watching/
La Toruno Hotel, El Rocio: http://www.toruno.es/
Donana Guides Association: http://www.donanabirdguides.com

Notes for future birding trips:
Huelva Province is definitely a place to consider for a bird-watching trip given that it is reasonably
easy to get to from the UK (2½ flight), has a mild all year round climate, contains the flagship Donana
National Park, and is close to other excellent birding locations just over the border in Portugal. The
licensed tour operators that run the 4x4 excursions into the park offer an amazing experience just for
the sheer thrill of the trip. However, to make them more amiable to bird watchers I would suggest
slowing down the 4 hour / 80km sprint across beach and dunes, into a leisurely full day excursion
with a picnic in the park to really be able to soak up the sights and sounds of this amazing reserve.
All of the guides on this trip had excellent local knowledge and spoke good English and I would have
no hesitation recommending them to others. Finally, a big thank you to the Huelva government for
the opportunity to complete this sponsored familiarisation trip – I’ll be back with a group in June!

All photos in this trip report were taken by Richard Hanman and remain the
property of ‘Bargain Birding Club’. Please ask if you want to use them free
of charge.
Black-winged
Stilt
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