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Summary
 
This year we birded two continents with a difference!  We spent the entire 8-
day trip making an in-depth exploration of our home in The Straits of Gibraltar 
- the gateway between Europe and Africa.
 
So many highlights from the wetlands, saltpans, mountain and farmland 
habitats of our home, including Bonelli´s Eagle, Rüppell´s Vulture, Squacco 
Heron, Slender-billed and Audouin´s Gulls, Little Stints, Kentish Plover and 
many more!
 
Looking out across The Straits to the north coast of Morocco, our guests 
experienced the very best of the October migration spectacle, as thousands 
of birds - Short-toed and Booted Eagles, Griffon Vultures, Black Storks, White 
Storks, Marsh Harriers and more - soared over our heads to cross the divide.
 
Our unique location at the meeting of continents meant we could show our 
guests fascinating birds more typical of Africa than Europe, including Little 
Swift, Red-knobbed Coot, Northern Bald Ibis and White-headed Duck.  The 
passage of seabirds between the Mediterranean and the Atlantic was 
spectacular, and we enjoyed Balearic, Cory´s and Scopoli´s Shearwaters and 
Common Dolphins just kilometres from Morocco´s coast.
 
We made sure our guests had a taste of the amazing local food, and it 
featured plenty of sustainably-produced local Andalucian fair, sourced from 
within the Natural Parks of The Straits and Los Alcornocales.

Day 1                     Saturday 9 October

We met Andy and Carl at Gibraltar airport, and once COVID testing 
formalities were completed, we headed out to a café to grab some lunch 
overlooking The Rock of Gibraltar.  The avian treats started immediately with 
views of a Western Osprey and a Peregrine Falcon!
 
We headed to a secluded area on the other side of this rock monolith and 
soon spotted a flock of Barbary Partridge!  This North African Species is only 



found here in Gibraltar on mainland Europe.  It is unknown for sure whether 
this species was introduced by man as game, or is in fact an isolated relict 
population.  The population has struggled due to predation by feral cats and 
rats but the recent habitat restoration measures in the area we were watching 
will undoubtedly benefit this and other species.  We also saw our Peregrine 
Falcon again and got a nice view of a Blue Rock Thrush.

Moving round to the far side of The Rock, we viewed out from Europa Point, 
the peninsula´s most southerly point.  From here we could see Scopoli´s 
Shearwaters out to sea.
 
It was soon time to cross the border and head to our accommodation at the 
wonderful Huerta Grande Rural Ecolodge, set in seven hectares of cork oak 
forest at the edge of Los Alcornocales Natural Park.

Day 2                     Sunday 10 October
 
 
While Niki collected our two remaining guests from Málaga, the others began 
their trip by heading out to the raptor watchpoint at La Peña, which gives 
brilliant views out over Tarifa Bay and The Straits, across to Morocco.
 
Here we caught up with some late autumn migration, enjoying 18 Black 
Storks, 54 Griffon Vultures, Short-toed and Booted Eagles, 11 Eurasian 
Sparrowhawks and a single Black Kite over our heads.  A family of Thekla´s 
Larks gave opportunity for close study.
 
Moving on to rocky crags above Bolonia, we spent time at the large Griffon 
Vulture colony at La Zarga.  Many of these impressive birds swirled above 
our heads, the numbers of the resident birds swelled by the arrival of young 
Vultures dispersing from their northern breeding grounds, on their way to 
Africa to “come of age”.  We enjoyed great views of them low over our heads.
 
Overhead and alongside were other raptors including Short-toed Eagles and 
a Bonelli´s Eagle.  We were thrilled to home in on a Rüppell´s Vulture 
mingling with the crowds – this Critically Endangered vagrant from sub-
Saharan Africa becoming more frequently recorded on the area.

 



Day 3                     Monday 11 October

Today the team headed over to the Marismas de Barbate.  These ancient 
Phoenician saltpans fell into disuse in the 1970s and became a landfill site, 
but they have been rejuvenated into a fantastic nature reserve, full of resident 
and migratory waders, gulls and terns.
 
230 Greater Flamingoes provided a picturesque pink haze, interspersed by 
Eurasian Spoonbills and hundreds of Black-winged Stilts and Pied Avocet.  
Hundreds of Dunlin, Sanderling, Kentish and Common Ringed Plovers 
whirled around the islands as Marsh Harriers freaked them out.
 
They were interspersed by Black-tailed Godwits, Ruddy Turnstones, Common 
Redshank, Common Greenshank and a handful of Little Stints.
 
A group of Audouin’s Gulls roosted on one of the islands, their sleek, pearly-
grey upperparts showing well.
 
On the pastures bordering the salt pans, Corn Buntings sang and we picked 
up some passerine migrants in the form of Red-rumped Swallows, Northern 
Wheatears and Iberian Yellow Wagtails.
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At the end of the day we headed back to base, but on the way we were 
extremely pleased to find a group of 34 Northern Bald Ibis feeding in a nearby 
field!  With only a thousand birds left in the wild globally, it is one of the 
world's rarest birds.  These brilliant, charismatic birds are doing well in the 
area after a successful reintroduction programme which began in 2008. And 
today we found ourselves watching almost half of their Spanish population!

Day 4                     Tuesday 12 October

Today we headed over to the Embalse de Barbate, a large reservoir in the 
depths of Los Alcornocales Natural Park.  Looking out over the water we 
could pick up Eurasian Teal, Northern Shoveler and Eurasian Spoonbills in 
the shallows.  There were Corn Buntings, Serins, Zitting Cisticola, Thekla´s 
Larks and Sardinian Warblers in the nearby pasture and scrub.
 
As the air warmed, we were amazed at the sudden appearance of eighty 
Griffon Vultures, which rose silently out of a nearby copse and passed low in 
front of us!  They were all young birds - as the autumn Griffon Vulture 
migration was beginning, ledges local colonies were already at a premium 
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and it seems these dispersing teenagers had improvised and used some 
trees! 

We moved on to a nearby woodland site, where we went for a stroll.  Short-
toed Eagles appeared above us, battling the wind, and we picked out Booted 
Eagle and Marsh Harrier amongst them.  Dozens more Griffon Vultures were 
now also on the move.

 
Flitting across the track we spotted Common Redstarts, Spotted Flycatchers 
and Short-toed Treecreepers.  There were many Common Chiffchaffs and 
European Robins, most likely recently arrived from further north in Europe. 
Cirl Buntings sang from nearby treetops. 
 
We stopped for our picnic lunch near Laguna de Medina and enjoyed local 
salads and cheeses, accompanied by fresh bread from the bakery and a nice 
glass of beer or wine.  Numerous Lesser Kestrels and a flock of White Storks 
passed overhead, heading towards The Straits.

We spent the late afternoon exploring the rice fields, farmlands and reed-
fringed ditches of La Janda, where a wealth of avian life awaited! 
 
Many Little and Cattle Egrets frequented the fields, amongst White Storks 
and Black Storks.  There was also a White Stork which was black! This 
strange individual has been around the area for several weeks and is thought 
have become stained while feeding at a tip during its travels. 
 
Looking out across the rice fields, we enjoyed flocks of nearly 1000 Glossy 
Ibis, appearing almost as a murmuration, against the sinking sun.  We 
enjoyed views of two beautiful perched Black-winged Kites, as well as a 
Squacco Heron at the side of the ditch.  Marsh and Hen Harriers hunted over 
the stubble and we also spotted two Common Cranes – the first of the winter 
arrivals, who will number in their thousands by the end of the year.

For dinner we headed out for a delicious vegetarian meal, catered in the 
home of our friend Jocelyn, and featuring home-grown ingredients from her 
huerta or vegetable garden.
 



Day 5                     Wednesday 13 October
 
We began the morning with a bit of breakfast-based birding, taking some time 
to note the brilliant assemblage of woodland birds resident at Huerta Grande 
Rural Ecolodge.  Amongst many wintering Eurasian Blackcaps and Common 
Chiffchaffs amongst the Cork Oak trees and conifers, we picked out Short-
toed Treecreeper and Common Firecrest and a flock of Hawfinch.  We also 
found the resident Tawny Owl roosting in a pine!
 
Now the air was warming so we headed to the area´s famous raptor 
watchpoint - Observatorio de Cazalla.  After a few blustery or cloudy days, the 
wind had dropped considerably, allowing a brief opening for the gateway to 
Africa.  There were many soaring birds waiting to take their opportunity!  In 
just an hour we observed 313 Short-toed Eagles, 14 Griffon Vultures, 2 
Booted Eagles, 6 Eurasian Sparrowhawks and a Red Kite launching 
themselves across The Straits, accompanied by Red-rumped Swallows 
among the many Barn Swallows and House Martins.
 
It was hard to tear ourselves away, but we had an opportunity to take as well - 
calmer weather meant we could head out for our trip into The Straits on the 

Glossy Ibis © Inglorious Bustards 



private boat of skipper Aurelio.  As we motored out into the deep waters of 
Algeciras Bay, we passed Common Sandpipers and Ruddy Turnstones on 
the shore.
 
It wasn’t long before we started spotting pods of Common Dolphins!  They 
had spotted us too, and were keen to mingle!  We were treated to fantastic 
views as they approached the boat, and swam all around us, surfing our 
wake.  There’s always something magical about sharing such an intimate, 
prolonged encounter with cetaceans – we felt honoured that they chose to 
hang out with us!
 
Further out into the bay we came across rafts of Scopoli´s Shearwaters 
resting on the sea and got some great views. Sandwich Terns, Northern 
Gannets and two Great Skuas also flew through.
 
Returning to land it was apparent that the raptors were still on the move, so 
we headed back to Cazalla to enjoy some more of this bucket list spectacle 
while eating our picnic!  Over the course of the afternoon the awe-inspiring 
journey of birds soaring across the sea continued with 470 Griffon Vultures, 
113 Short-toed Eagles and 34 Booted Eagles making the crossing above us.  
We also picked out two Black Storks, a flock of 130 White Storks, a young 
Egyptian Vulture, two Marsh Harriers, nine Eurasian Sparrowhawks, four Red 
Kites and two Black Kites amongst the throng.  Over the hillside, two Bonelli´s 
Eagles could be seen stoving into other raptors!
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We rounded off the day with a refreshing beer and dinner at the venta in 
nearby Pelayo village.  Andalucía is famed for these humble-looking ´inns´ or 
´diners´ which traditionally were situated to appeal to passing weary 
travellers.  Their no-frills appearance is deceptive and the quality of the food 
never ceases to amaze!  By their nature, they serve traditional dishes made 
from locally-sourced ingredients, and are often well-kept local secrets!  Venta 
Pelayo is no exception and tonight chef Luisa served us up a delicious leek 
gazpacho, tomates aliñados (fresh local tomatoes served with thinly sliced 
garlic and olive oil), revuelto de asparragos (spears of wild asparagus mixed 
with egg and cooked), and for the meat-eaters in the group, a choice of local 
pork or retinto beef from the barbecue.  Delicious!
 

Day 6                     Thursday 14 October

Today we headed to Tarifa Island to experience the full force of the levante 
wind!  The island is actually a peninsula, and is the point at which mainland 
Europe and Africa are at their closest – just fourteen kilometres divides them.  
Once entry formalities had been completed (this military land is only 
accessible with a permit) we headed to the rocky shore at its tip, where 
Common Ringed Plover and Ruddy Turnstone were feeding.
 
The island´s large colony of Yellow-legged Gulls perched all around us, their 
calls adding to the wild, breezy feeling of the day.  Out to sea the passage of 
Scopoli´s Shearwaters was superb – they migrated past us at the rate of 
several hundred per hour.  Amongst them we picked out 44 Balearic 
Shearwaters and 59 Northern Gannets.
 
We also found ourselves in the midst of a stream of passerine migration, with 
groups of Eurasian Crag Martins, Yellow Wagtail, Greenfinch, Common 
Linnet, European Goldfinch, European Serin and House Sparrows all 
crossing The Straits!
 
Not quite so successful was a single Eurasian Sparrowhawk arriving back to 
Europe, flapping furiously and panting hard after a failed crossing in 
extremely challenging conditions!

After grabbing a coffee in Tarifa old town – and both Common and Black 
Redstarts in the car parks! – we headed up to our picnic spot at La Peña.  
Here we enjoyed lunch and a show once more, as the autumn migration 



continued above us with fifty Griffon Vultures, an Egyptian Vulture, four 
Booted Eagles and a Black Kite passing over.
 
We heading up to finish the day´s birding in the mountains above the nearby 
village of Facinas, where we encountered Dartford Warbler, Common 
Firecrest, Short-toed Treecreeper, Spotted Flycatcher, Corn Bunting and 
Serin.

Day 7                     Friday 15 October
 
A huge day today, as we headed out to experience the delights of Doñana 
Natural Park, exploring the salt pans and lagoons on the eastern side of the 
Guadalquivir River.  The stakes were upped a little today, as the team agreed 
to take on the challenge of helping Carl beat his personal record of number of 
species seen in a day!
 
We began with a stop at a harbour near Cádiz, where we enjoyed adorable 
Little Swifts pouring out of their fluffy nests!
 
After coffee with the swifts, we headed to the huge salt pans of Bonanza.  
Here we were joined by a film crew, who would film us birding the area for the 
series “World´s Most Scenic Rivers”.  This is arguably one of the best birding 
sites in Andalucía, and it certainly didn´t disappoint today!  Thousands of 
migrating and wintering waders swirled around in sparkling flocks.  Among the 
many Sanderling and Dunlin, Kentish, Grey and Common Ringed Plovers, we 
picked out Little Stint, Pied Avocets, Common Greenshank, Common 
Redshank and Eurasian Curlew.

 
Greater Flamingoes and Eurasian Spoonbills strutted their stuff, and we got 
amazing close-up views of Slender-billed Gulls and Black-winged Stilts, 
reflecting in the water in the beautiful soft light created by the autumn sun on 
the pinkish water of the saltpans.  A Western Osprey munched on a fish, and 
we had lovely views of Caspian Terns, both in flight and at rest.
 
Picnicking by the river mouth, we enjoyed Common Kingfisher, Great Egret, 
many Pied Avocets, over 200 Black-tailed Godwits, Common Redshank, 
Common, Black and Sandwich Tern and a glimpsed Bluethroat.
 



The area also has numerous freshwater lagoons which stay wet all year, 
which is part of what makes the wildlife so diverse.  There are some very 
special wildfowl here, and today we found Red-knobbed Coot, Marbled Duck, 
White-headed Duck and Black-necked Grebe amongst the Northern 
Shovelers, Common Pochard, Eurasian Teal, Common Coots and Little 
Grebes.
 
In the reed-fringed edges we found Western Swamphen, Squacco Heron and 
Black-crowned Night Heron, Penduline Tit and Common Waxbill.  Glossy Ibis, 
Little Ringed Plover, Common Snipe and Common and Green Sandpiper fed 
along the muddy shores.

We celebrated an absolutely superb day - and a new PB for Carl! – by 
introducing the team to the best pizzas in town, from the stone oven of Zero 
Nueve Pizzeria!  Sat out on the leafy garden terrace, we also reflected on an 
ace week full of brilliant birding and great laughs.

Day 8                     Saturday 16 October
 
Sadly, it was time for the team to perform a post-birding dispersal!  We took 
Tom and Carl for their flight, and John and Michelle for one last day´s birding 
before their departure the next day.
 
It seemed only fitting to return to the Griffon Vulture colony with John and 
Michelle to complete their trip.  Once again, a Rüppell´s Vulture was present 
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amongst a soaring, screeching throng of 346 Griffon Vultures!  More soaring 
birds made their way overhead towards The Straits, including 103 White 
Storks, Short-toed Eagles and Booted Eagles.  Other avian treats included 
Iberian Green Woodpecker, Crag Martins, Blue Rock Thrush, Cirl Bunting and 
Little Owl!
 
We headed once again to the wonderful Venta Pelayo for dinner, where we 
shared an enormous and delicious vegetable paella, and toasted absent 
friends!
 
 
Sunday 17 October – Michelle and John´s Bonus Day!!
 
John and Michelle´s onward journey would take them on into the beautiful 
scenery and mountain birding of the Serranía de Ronda.  What better way to 
make the trip a memorable one than to take a tame bird guide with you?!  
Simon accompanied our guests up into to the hills and to the Hotel Bandolero 
in Juzcar, owned and run by our good friends David and Iván.
 
The area is superb for birding of course, so we made stops en route, 
beginning with the Sierra de las Nieves, Spain´s newest National Park.  
Griffon Vultures soared overhead from a nearby roost and Blue Rock Thrush 
perched up.
 
Amongst the Holm Oak trees and the near-endemic Andalucian Firs, we 
picked out a great selection woodland birds, such as Great Spotted 
Woodpecker, Eurasian Jay, Firecrest, Pied Flycatcher and Common Crossbill.
 
The park lies right on the treeline, and the stunted woodland is interspersed 
with scrub and berry bushes, where we found Rock Bunting, Woodlark, 
Iberian Grey Shrike, Dartford Warbler, and both Common and Black Redstart.
 
By the road on the way to Júzcar, we found two Black Wheatears!
 
As a last stop, we headed up to the nearby crags at Los Riscos, a superb and 
very dramatic-looking site!   Here, huge slabs of limestone rise out of sparse 
mountain pasture, wild olive scrub and valiantly-growing fruit orchards, this 
diverse habitat provides a refuge from the harsh mountain conditions for 
many avian species.  Today we enjoyed local mountain speciality species in 
the form of Black Wheatear, Rock Sparrow, Rock Bunting, Common Crossbill, 
Black Redstart and Blue Rock Thrush.  We also enjoyed a host of other 
species including Griffon Vultures overhead, Great Spotted Woodpecker, 



Eurasian Jay, Common Raven, Woodlark, Eurasian Crag Martin, wintering 
Common Chiffchaff and Eurasian Blackcap, Sardinian and Dartford Warbler, 
Short-toed Treecreeper, White Wagtails, Meadow Pipits, European Serin, 
Eurasian Siskin, Corn and Cirl Bunting.
 
Having successfully eked out the trip for another day´s great birding, it was 
time to say our farewells and deliver John and Michelle into the capable 
hands of the Hotel Bandolero team!
 
Thanks for the best week, guys, and hope to see you all again soon here in 
The Straits or beyond for more brilliant Flyway Birding!

Full species list on eBird here:

https://ebird.org/tripreport/18929
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