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Introduction: 
 

Sometimes life takes you in a different direction. My visit to Tunisia was originally planned as a 
relaxing holiday for two, with bird watching restricted to observations from the hotel balcony   
garden and beach. However, my 2½ year relationship with Claire had recently come to a mutual and 
amicable end so, now holidaying solo, my wings were no longer clipped and I had the perfect 
opportunity to pause and reflect and also to explore some of the best bird watching places within 
an easy drive of the hotel. This trip report is therefore dedicated to Claire, a wonderful friend.  
 

To maximise this opportunity I turned to the internet and through the wonder that is ‘Google’ I 
located a bird watching guide in Tunisia. Through an exchange of emails we agreed a 3-day itinerary 
(and price) sandwiched in the middle of my 7-day all inclusive stay at the Iberostar Averroes in 
Yasmine Hammamet, which is a 40 minute transfer from the airport at Enfida. 
 

It must be said at this point that June is absolutely not the best time to go bird watching in Tunisia. 
Most of the migrants have already passed through and the heat can reach an unbearable 40oC 
before midday. The best time to bird Tunisia is the winter, anytime from November to March. 
Having said that, 3 enjoyable days with a knowledgeable guide still produced 67 species, including 
10 raptors, 10 waders, plus Flamingo, Bee-eater, Hoopoe, Stone Curlew and Collared Pratincole.  
 

It should also be noted that with the exception of Lake Ichkeul National Park, all sites visited during 
this trip are not reserves, merely local birding hotspots close to urban areas which in places are 
strewn with rubbish and waste, with no clear paths so I would strongly urge sturdy footwear and 
long shorts or trousers to protect from thistles and thorns. Fortunately there were no mosquitoes. 

Itinerary: 
 
• Fri. 27th June 2014: Friguia Animal Park 
• Sat. 28th June 2014: Sidi Bou Ali, Thyna saltpans (near Sfax) and ‘Hergla’ Lagoon 
• Sun. 29th June 2014: Lake Ariana (near Tunis) and Lake Ichkeul National Park 
• Mon. 30th June 2014: Cap Bon Peninsula – Korba, Mamoura, Tazerka and El Haouaria 
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Wednesday 25th and Thursday 26th June 2014: 
 
My first 2 days in Yasmine Hammamet were spent relaxing in the hotel gardens during the daytime 
and watching World Cup football in the bar at night. However, as a birder you never really stop bird 
watching. Even during the coach transfer from the airport to the hotel I was aware of White Storks 
nesting on platforms by the main road; House Martins, Common Swift and Barn Swallow hunting 
for insects in small noisy parties overhead; a lone Common Kestrel gliding over the motorway; and 
Laughing Dove, Feral Pigeon, Spotless Starling and Spanish Sparrow ever-present around any built 
up area. The highlight though was a female Spotted Flycatcher observed from the coach window as 
we dropped off other guests at Hotel Belisaire. At my own hotel, House Martins and Common Swifts 
were present from sunrise to sunset and some had even nested on the hotel balconies. Spanish 
Sparrows begged for crumbs around the dining area in an attempt to keep pace with the demands 
for food from noisy chicks that had fledged the nest but not yet learned how to fully fend for 
themselves. Blackbirds and Spotless Starlings patrolled and probed the lawns and flower beds early 
in the morning. Surprisingly, a pre-breakfast walk along the beach only produced more House 
Martins feeding above the water. Not a gull, tern or shearwater in sight! 
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Friday 27th June 2014: 
 
After 2 days of chilling I was ready for a change 
of scenery and so took a taxi to Friguia Animal 
Park. Amongst the captive lions, tigers, cheetah, 
zebra, giraffe, elephant, meerkats, sea lions and 
ring-tailed lemurs, I had good opportunities to 
photograph Greater Flamingo, White Stork and 
Eagle Owl. The food and watering holes of the 
African beasts acted as a magnet for wild 
Greenfinch, Spanish Sparrow and Laughing Dove. 
Parent Spotted Flycatcher and Spotless Starling 
were busy feeding young amongst the trees and 
shrubs around the park.  

A Swallowtail butterfly danced in the wind but didn’t settle. Ubiquitous House Martins, Common 
Swifts and Barn Swallows hawked continuously overhead for airborne insects. 

Spotted Flycatcher 

Spotless Starling Laughing Dove 
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Spanish Sparrow 
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Spanish Sparrow 
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Tiger 

Lion 
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Cheetah 

White Tiger 

Serval 
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Ring-tailed Lemur 

Wallaby Giant Tortoise 

Scimitar-horned Oryx 

Giraffe Porcupine 
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Racoon 

African Elephant 

Greater Flamingo 

Meerkat 

Sea lion 
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Ostrich Eagle Owl 

Greater Flamingo 



Saturday 28th June 2014: Sidi Bou Ali, Thyna saltpans and Lake Hergla 
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My guide Yassine and driver Nadir met me promptly at the 
hotel at 6.30am and we set off straight away for the 
saltworks at Thyna. Our first stop en-route after 60 minutes 
was Sidi Bou Ali where a reed-lined river between two road 
bridges gave us good views of Black-winged Stilt, Little Tern, 
Little Grebe, Zitting Cisticola, Coot, Black-headed Gull, 
Common Swift, Barn Swallow and House Martin.  
 

The highlight here though during our brief 15 minute stop 
was the large numbers of Shelduck, most of which were 
juveniles whose mottled and marble brown heads bore very 
little resemblance to that of their parents. An unknown 
butterfly was also noted but like the Swallowtail yesterday it 
wouldn’t settle for a photograph. 

We continued 140km south on the motorway to Sfax and the 
only new birds en-route were Crested Lark and Lesser 
Kestrel. The landscape was monotonous, sun-parched open 
farmland interspersed with olive and almond groves. 
 
Sfax itself is the second largest city in Tunisia after Tunis, and 
having crawled our way through the Saturday morning traffic 
we finally arrived at Thyna saltworks at 10.15am.  
 
Now I have to say that my first impressions of the place were 
not very inspirational, a Martian-like landscape with the 
water stained red with bacteria. I had to remind myself that 
this was a privately-owned, commercial salt factory, not a 
reserve. Yassine had pre-arranged the permits and promised 
it would produce 30 species even in the height of summer! 

Yassine Daoud 

Thyna saltworks 

Thyna saltworks 

Thyna saltworks 

Zitting Cisticola 
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Once passed the lorry-loading bay and huge mountains of salt, we followed the track out to the 
saltpans and the birds soon started to appear. A mixed group of Common Tern and Gull-billed 
Tern gave good views of both adult and young birds, as did a larger colony of Slender-billed 
Gulls. Kentish Plover were everywhere. A solitary Greater Flamingo suggested more may follow.  

Common Tern 

Common Tern 

Common Tern 

Common Tern 

Gull-billed Tern 
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Further on we completed a ‘trio of 
Curlew’ with 30 Curlew Sandpiper, 12 
Curlew and 2 Stone Curlew in quick 
succession.  
 
We didn’t see the Stone Curlew until we 
were almost upon them as their scrawny, 
scrape of a nest, containing a single egg  
was right by the side of the track.  

As we continued patrolling the tracks around the saltpans in our air-conditioned 6-seater vehicle, 
we added Redshank, Yellow-legged Gull, Little Egret, Common Sandpiper, Yellow Wagtail and 
Cormorant to our day list, but the highlight for me was a distant pair of Collared Pratincole. 

Yellow-legged Gull 

Slender-billed Gull 

Kentish Plover 

Redshank 

Curlew Sandpiper 

Cormorant 

Stone Curlew 

Stone Curlew ‘nest’ 



Diary of ‘The Bargain Birder’ 

Other birds of note were Black-winged Stilt, 
Oystercatcher, Skylark and a very photogenic 
Greenshank. At 2.45pm we left the saltpans at Thyna 
and headed north towards the massive salt lake called 
Sebket Halk el Manzil (aka ‘Hergla Lake’) on the coast 
near Sousse. We arrived 2 hours later and made our 
way to the bridge next to the fish farm. Disappointingly 
the only birds present were Little Tern and Yellow-
legged Gull. Yassine did his best to reassure me that in 
March this was a guaranteed spot for fish-eating 
Osprey, Grey Heron and huge numbers of Cormorant. 

En-route back to Yasmine-Hammamet, White Stork were feeding in the fields and the usual urban 
birds were ever-present along with our first sighting of Collared Dove. Day 1 ended back at the 
hotel at 6pm with 490km covered and 29 new species for my trip list. 

Also guarding eggs were Little Tern and Avocet, both of which exhibited distinctive ‘nest-
protection’ behaviour as soon as we approached in the car. Little Terns took to the sky immediately 
and flew noisily and provocatively around the car. Avocet meanwhile ran 20m and then feigned 
injury in an attempt to draw the ‘predator’ away from its nest which contained 4 eggs. Normal 
order was resumed as soon as we drove away and left the birds in peace.  

Little Tern Little Tern  nest 

Avocet 

Avocet nest 

Greenshank 



Sunday 29th June 2014: Lake Ariana and Lake Ichkeul National Park: 
 

The day started again at 6.30am on this the first day of Ramadan, Yassine and Nadir were fasting. 
Curious to understand the significance of the sunrise to sunset abstinence of food or water, Yassine 
explained that there were 2 main reasons. Firstly, on health grounds to give the stomach a rest from 
constant digestion. Secondly, to experience thirst and hunger for a short period of time to stimulate 
thoughts and actions to support the needy who endure both on a regular basis. Although not 
religious myself, I wanted to show respect and so abstained from food whilst in their presence. 
However, I have to admit that with midday temperatures approaching 40oC, I gave in to thirst and 
savoured every molecule of H2O and every calorie of sugar in my ice-cold Fanta orange. 
 

Heading north we arrived at the deep-water port at Rades which produced Great Crested Grebe. We 
continued on through Carthage to Lake Ariana, arriving at 7.30am to a spectacle of thousands of 
Greater Flamingo feeding in the shallow lagoon. Also present were Slender-billed Gulls, Black-winged 
Stilt and Little Egret. After 15 minutes we continued in the direction of Tunis. Just before the town of 
Raoued, fields of recently harvested Arghan Wheat were patrolled by White Stork and Cattle Egret. 
Roadside pylons provided observation posts for European Bee-eater, Little Owl, Common Kestrel, 
Lanner Falcon and Black-shouldered Kite which flew off the second I reached for my camera! 
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Lake Ariana, near Tunis 

European Bee-eater European Bee-eater 



Tunis traffic was minimal, given that it was Sunday and also the first day of Ramadan, so we drove 
through the gates of Lake Ichkeul National Park at 9.30am. The park is one of the most important 
wetland sites in the Mediterranean region. It is a major stopover point in winter for thousands of 
migrating wildfowl including the critically endangered White-headed and Marbled Duck. As such, the 
park is designated a RAMSAR site, a Biosphere Reserve and a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Winter 
rainfall significantly reduces the salinity of the 100km2 lake and increases its depth to 3.5m, 
supporting extensive areas of pondweed (Potamogeton pectinatus), which is the major food plant for 
the wintering wildfowl. In summer, the lake shrinks in size to 85km2 and in depth to 1m. Moreover, 
the salinity of the lake increases as backwater from the Bizerte lagoon on the coast flows through 
the Tindja Canal. The lake is fringed with 27km2 of marsh consisting of reedbeds, rushes and Tamarix 
scrub. The highest point in the park is Jebel Ichkeul at 500m and offers panoramic views over the 
lake. 14km2 of wooded hillside supports a healthy population of wild boar. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Inside the reserve our first birds included Greenfinch, Sedge Warbler, Grey Wagtail and Coot. Wild 
Carrot was growing in abundance by the river. Our attempts for Purple Swamphen came to nothing, 
substituted instead with good views of European Pond Terrapin. Rough scrub in front of a quarry 
gave us fleeting glimpses of Hoopoe, Northern Wheatear, Black-eared Wheatear (Western white-
throated morph), numerous European Bee-eater, and a juvenile Grey Shrike. As we continued along 
the road skirting the ‘lake’ (the water had actually retreated 800m from its winter roadside 
shoreline) we spotted two separate Woodchat Shrike. 
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Black-shouldered Kite 

Little Owl 

Lanner Falcon 

Grey Shrike 

Woodchat Shrike 



Once at the car park, we trudged up the steps to the Eco-Museum which depicted various 
information boards and stuffed exhibits of the reserve fauna. Our short walk to the observation 
platform overlooking the lake at the summit of Jebel Ichkeul only produced Spotted Flycatcher, 
Blackbird, Barn Swallow and House Martin. From the panoramic platform itself we observed Mallard 
and Coot. On the way back down we were treated to a distant flypast by an Osprey and we heard 
African Bluetit and Sardinian Warbler, both sensibly skulking out of sight in the shade of the bushes. 
At midday, the heat and lack of food and water was visibly getting to Yassine so we called it a day and 
drove back to Yasmine Hammamet via the motorway, arriving 2 hours later at the hotel at 2pm. 
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Lake Ichkeul NP Eco-museum 

Lake Ichkeul NP Osprey 

Me at Lake Ichkeul NP 



Monday 30th June 2014: Cap Bon Peninsula 
 
Cap Bon on the tip of the Cap Bon Peninsula is barely 60 miles from Italy and mainland Europe. As 
such, it is a migration hotspot in spring as thousands of birds choose this as their crossing point on 
the journey to their breeding grounds further north. However this wasn’t spring, it was the last day 
of June, and the migrants had long passed through and wouldn’t be back for a few months yet. 
Undaunted we set off from the hotel at 6.30am and headed for the C28/C27 coast road in the 
direction of Nabeul and Korba. 
 

The tourist town of Hammamet soon gave way to open farmland. The Cap Bon region is famous for 
orange and grapefruit production and along with the fields of grapes, tomatoes, sweet corn, and 
potatoes, justly earns its reputation as ‘The garden of Tunisia’. Our first stop after 45 minutes was 
Mamoura Lagoon where we had great views of Stone Curlew and Collared Pratincole. Also present 
was Greenfinch, Common Kestrel, Slender-billed Gull, Black-winged Stilt, Common Sandpiper, Barn 
Swallow, House Martin, Common Swift, Spanish Sparrow, Spotless Starling and Laughing Dove. In the 
village itself we saw a 4 Common Kestrels cramped into a tiny cage. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
At 8am we left Mamoura and continued the short distance up the coast to Tazerka Lagoon. Here a 
dilapidated boardwalk prevented access to the beach so we had to be content with distant views of 
the same species seen at Mamoura plus (on analysis of photographs) a single Ringed Plover amongst 
a flock of Kentish Plover. On entering the town of Korba we passed the Hotel African Jade (a useful 
place to stay for anyone wants to explore the area in greater detail). Korba Lagoon itself also has a 
boardwalk but like the one at Tazerka, it too was in a state of disrepair and blocked our route to the 
beach. We added Little Tern, Little Egret, Grey Shrike and Zitting Cisticola to our day list. 
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Collared Pratincole 

Caged Kestrels 

Tazerka Lagoon 

Korba Lagoon 

Korba Lagoon 



At 9.30am we left Korba and continued up the coast in the direction of Menzel Temine and El 
Haouaria. En-route Cattle Egret and Crested Lark were feeding in the fields and Common Kestrel 
were hovering above the roadside. We had a quick 5 minute stop at the fishing port of Kelibia in the 
hope of some seabirds but not even a gull was present. At the village of Echraf, about 4km before El 
Haouaria, Yassine showed me a 2,500 year old Olive tree that was planted pre-Roman times by the 
Phoenicians. This magnificent tree is now in the garden of a Koranic school – if only trees could talk, 
the stories it could tell as Tunisia has had more than its fair share of invaders and empire builders. 
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We arrived at El Haouaria at 10.45am and made 
our way through the small town to ‘Les Grottes’ – 
an ancient sandstone quarry that had become a 
present-day tourist attraction. Alas, due to rock 
falls, the underground quarry was now closed and 
so we enjoyed the panoramic views from Cap Bon 
out to the islands of Zembra and Zembretta. 
Zembra is the largest island and has a huge Cory’s 
Shearwater colony but it is also a military zone so 
access is not permitted. Your best chance of 
seeing these seabirds is on a ferry crossing from 
Tunis to Marseille, Genoa, Palermo or Naples. 

Crested Lark 2,500 year old Olive Tree 

Les Grottes sandstone quarry 

Cap Bon lighthouse 

Zembra Island 



We spent 20  minutes visiting the Association of Birds information centre with its display of 
photographs and caged Peregrine Falcon, Long-legged Buzzard, Eagle Owl and Lesser Kestrel that 
are deployed in falconry displays during the ‘Festival of the Hawk’ each May. 
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Eagle Owl 

Lesser Kestrel 

Long-legged Buzzard 

Peregrine Falcon 

Association of Birds Information Centre 



At 11.30am we headed up the summit of ‘White Mountain’ (Jebel Sidi Abiod) for a spot of out of 
season raptor watching. With low expectations, we were thrilled to see a dark-morph Booted Eagle. 
On the way back down we had fleeting glimpses of Black Redstart, Blue Rock Thrush and Chaffinch.  
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As we descended the mountain, Cicada beetles 
buzzed like high-voltage electricity pylons and 
the aroma of Thyme and Pine filled the air. 
Spanish Golden Thistle and Artichoke Thistle 
were the dominant flowering plants.  

‘White Mountain’ Cap Bon Peninsula 

Cap Bon Peninsula 

Thyme 

Me at Cap Bon Peninsula 

Yassine Nadir 



Unfortunately the bat cave was closed and so at 1pm we departed Cap Bon and retraced our 
journey back to Yasmine Hammamet. En-route we stopped briefly again at Korba Lagoon 
opposite the new mosque. This time the lagoon was full of Greater Flamingo, Black-winged stilts, 
a sizeable colony of Cattle Egret, and a family of Shelduck, in addition to the same species seen 
earlier that day. At 2.15pm and with the effects of the Ramadan abstinence beginning to show on 
Yassine’s face once more, we continued the journey back to the hotel arriving just before 
3.30pm. With guide and driver fees duly paid, fond farewells wished, and contact details 
exchanged, we hoped that we would meet again in the future – Insha’Allah. 
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A quick total up revealed 65 species seen and 2 species heard – a credible total in just 3 days at 
the height of summer which produced two lifers for me in Lanner Falcon and Laughing Dove.  
 
Highlights included the Collared Pratincoles, European Bee-eaters, the mixed Tern colonies with 
chicks, and the fabulous panoramic views from the top of Jebel Ichkeul and Jebel Sidi Abiod.  
I made a promise to myself to come back one March during the peak of migration when it is 
possible to easily double the number of species seen in this wonderful country. 

Korba Lagoon 

Cattle Egret Black-winged Stilt 

Black-winged Stilt 



TUNISIA BIRDING TRIP LIST (28TH – 30TH JUNE 2014) 
White Stork Stone Curlew Kentish Plover Feral Guinea Fowl 

Cattle Egret Hoopoe Ringed Plover Sardinian Warbler (H) 

Little Egret European Bee-eater Black-winged Stilt Sedge Warbler 

Greater Flamingo Grey Shrike (Pied) Avocet Spotless Starling 

Cormorant Woodchat Shrike Oystercatcher Blackbird 

Little Grebe Booted Eagle (dark morph) Redshank Blue Tit, African race (H) 

Great Crested Grebe Common Kestrel Greenshank Spanish Sparrow 

Coot Lesser Kestrel Curlew Greenfinch 

Mallard Black-shouldered Kite Barn Swallow Chaffinch, African race 

Shelduck Osprey House Martin Zitting Cisticola 

Black-headed Gull Lanner Falcon Common Swift Skylark 

Yellow-legged Gull Peregrine Falcon (captive) Yellow Wagtail Crested Lark 

Slender-billed Gull Long-legged Buzzard (captive) Grey Wagtail Black-eared Wheatear 

Gull-billed Tern Eagle Owl (captive) Spotted Flycatcher (Northern) Wheatear 

Common Tern Little Owl Laughing Dove Black Redstart 

Little Tern Common Sandpiper Collared Dove Blue Rock Thrush 

Collared Pratincole Curlew Sandpiper Feral Pigeon 

OTHER NOTABLE SPECIES 
Swallowtail butterfly Cicada Beetle European Pond Terrapin Acacia sp. 

Wild Thyme Wild Carrot Artichoke Thistle Spanish Golden Thistle 

A footnote about my guide: 
 
Yassine works as a freelance guide and I contacted him through Inventa Tourisme. Born in 1976, 
he was educated to degree level at Tunis University in Geography and Archaeology and although 
his life-long passion is birds, his day-job is to lead historical and cultural tours throughout Tunisia. 
Yassine is fluent in English, French, Italian, Russian and Arabic. ‘Bargain Birding Club’ would be 
privileged to introduce you to Yassine if you are thinking about a cultural or natural history trip to 
Tunisia. Please contact us for further details. 
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This trip report and all photographs are the property of  ‘Bargain Birding Club’ 
and cannot be published or reproduced without prior permission.  

All photographs were taken by Richard Hanman. 
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