
BIRDING ABROAD LTD 

THE MOUNTAINS, MARSHES & PLAINS OF SOUTHERN SPAIN 

ANDALUCIA IN SPRING  26 April ï 3 May 2019 

TRIP DESCRIPTION:  It doesnôt matter how far you travel or how many countries you visit, 
there is no denying that Andalucía in southern Spain offers some of the very best bird 
watching in Europe. Unspoiled wildlife habitats abound in the region with mountain, steppe 
and wetlands all hosting exotic and colourful breeding species, whilst the proximity to African 
bird migration routes offers a huge range of additional highlights. Couple this with warm and 
sunny spring weather, hospitable hoteliers and great cuisine, Andalucía has all the 
ingredients of a memorable and rewarding bird watching tour.  
 
Our starting point is Malaga, readily accessible from a number of UK airports. From here we 
head north to the small town of Osuna for a two night stay, exploring the plains and farmland 
from a comfortable hotel base. This sparsely populated area is bird rich and we shall seek 
out highlights including Black-shouldered Kite, Montaguôs Harrier, both Great and Little 
Bustards, Collared Pratincole, Black-bellied Sandgrouse and Gull-billed Tern.  
 
On day three we will travel just over an hour to the west where south of Seville, the mighty 
River Guadalquivir flows slowly towards the Atlantic. The river is flanked by a profusion of 
channels, marshes and lagoons which make up the famous Coto Donana National Park, 
whose extraordinarily rich bird life was the inspiration for expeditions in the 1950s led by Guy 
Mountford and others, which are described in his book Portrait of a Wilderness. Our base for 
three nights is in Los Palacios, a gateway to these vast marshes which we explore on three 
successive days. The protected eastern bank, though not strictly part of the Coto Donana 
Park itself, is arguably the best for bird watchers offering easy access to a mosaic of 
habitats. During our stay we will seek out a multitude of herons, egrets, terns and ducks, the 
latter including the rarely seen White-headed and Marbled Ducks. Nearer the river mouth, 
saltpans hosting Greater Flamingos and Slender-billed Gulls will be brimming with passage 
waders, all in fine spring attire. Little Swifts have recently colonised the area, the only 
breeding site in Europe.  
 

 



For our final two nights we head south-east, climbing steadily to reach beautiful and verdant 
Sierra de Grazalema. Rugged limestone peaks tower over gullies dotted with Spanish Firs 
and lush valleys cloaked with Cork and Holm Oaks and Wild Olives. This area was granted 
UNESCO biosphere reserve status in 1977. We base ourselves in a lovely hotel on the 
outskirts of the picturesque village of Grazalema. From here, surrounded by stunning 
mountain peaks, we have panoramic views of the hills and valleys, sprinkled with ópueblos 
blancosô, small villages characterised by whitewashed walls and red-tiled roofs.  Pleasant 
walks and short drives around the area should yield notable resident species such as Black 
Wheatear, Thekla Lark, Blue Rock Thrush, Iberian Grey Shrike, Rock Bunting, Rock 
Sparrow, Red-billed Chough and Cirl Bunting as well as summer visiting warblers including 
Melodious, Western Bonelliôs, Subalpine and with luck the scarce Western Orphean Warbler. 
The cliff faces are home to Europeôs largest Eurasian Griffon Vulture colonies and we will 
also look skywards for Egyptian Vulture, Bonelliôs Eagle and check for movements of 
Eurasian Honey-buzzards which will be at the peak of their northwards migration at the time 
of our visit.  
 

 
 
PHOTGRAPHIC OPPORTUNITIES:  The spring days are long with excellent light so we will 
have ample time for taking photographs of the great birds and scenery we will encounter.  
     
BIRD LIST: Highlights include Greater Flamingo, Marbled Duck, White-headed Duck, Black-
shouldered Kite, Eurasian Griffon and Egyptian Vultures, Spanish Imperial Eagle, Short-toed 
and Booted Eagles, Lesser Kestrel, Montaguôs Harrier, Eurasian Honey-buzzard, Black Kite, 
Little Bittern, Squacco Heron, Purple Heron, Black Stork, Glossy Ibis, Purple Swamphen, 
Red-knobbed Coot, Slender-billed Gull, Gull-billed, Whiskered and Black Terns, Collared 
Pratincole, Pin-tailed and Black-bellied Sandgrouse, Great Spotted Cuckoo, Red-necked 
Nightjar, Turtle Dove, Pallid, Alpine and Little Swifts, Crag Martin, European Bee-eater, 
Hoopoe, European Roller, Greater Short-toed, Lesser Short-toed, Crested and Thekla Larks, 
Azure-winged Magpie, Red-rumped Swallow, Tawny Pipit, óSpanishô Yellow Wagtail, a large 
variety warblers including Great Reed, Melodious, Iberian Chiffchaff, Spectacled, Subalpine, 
Dartford, Western Orphean and Western Bonelliôs, Crested Tit, Eurasian Penduline-tit, 
Woodchat and Iberian Grey Shrikes, Eurasian Golden Oriole, Blue Rock-thrush, Common 
Nightingale, Black and Black-eared Wheatears, Serin, Cirl, Rock Buntings and many more. 

Melodious Warblers  love  to sing in the bright sunshine 



 
 
MAMMALS & OTHER WILDLIFE:  Although there are several mammals in the region, most 
of these are largely nocturnal, but we should see the localised Iberian Hare and the more 
common Red Squirrel, whilst small parties of the often elusive Spanish Ibex inhabit the 
rugged peaks around Grazalema. Those with an interest in wildflowers will find plenty to 
occupy them; Grazalema alone is home to 35 species of wild orchid including Yellow Bee, 
Naked Man and Bumblebee Orchids, many of which will be in bloom. Butterflies flourish with 
Spanish Festoon, Cleopatra, Swallowtail, Large Tortoiseshell, Moroccan Orange-tip and 
several species of fritillary adding a splash of colour.  
 

 

Lesser Kestrel ς so smart and now recovering in numbers 

Spanish Festoon adding a splash of colour 



 
 
EASE & PACE: Leisurely throughout and basic fitness is all that is required. We will enjoy 
short walks from our vehicles on routes specifically chosen to enable us to stay on relatively 
flat gound with few inclines. Breakfast will be taken at 07.30 and we should be back at our 
accommodation no later than 18.00 each day. On one evening we will try for Red-necked 
Nightjar, not far from our hotel. We will take coffee /refreshment breaks during the day, in 
addition to our lunch break.  
 
ACCOMMODATION AND FOOD: The first two nights will be spent in the quiet rural town of 
Osuna, followed by three nights south of Seville in Los Palacios with the final two nights 
within the Grazalema Natural Park itself. All hotels are of superior quality and provide en-
suite facilities with a restaurant and bar.  Full board accommodation is provided commencing 
with dinner on 26th and ending with breakfast on 3rd. Lunches will usually be a packed lunch.    
 
WEATHER: By late April and early May, mid-day temperatures in southern Spain will have 
risen to the mid 20 degrees centigrade, with slightly cooler mornings and evenings. Sunny 
days should be expected but rain is always possible, particularly in the mountains, though 
hopefully nothing too persistent.   

Yellow Bee Orchid - one of the 

many colourful flowers on show 



PRICE: The price of £1200 includes all transport in Andalucia using a small mini bus, the 
services of Birding Abroad leader(s), twin bedded accommodation in good quality hotels, 
breakfast, lunch and dinner, mineral water throughout, all entrance fees to parks and 
monuments. Single supplement £150. 
 
Not included are international flights (expect to pay around £250), any drinks other than 
those provided with meals, and any personal items such as laundry. Travel insurance is 
compulsory. To ensure a place on this exciting tour please return a booking form with a £300 
deposit. 
 
GROUP SIZE: We will take a maximum group size of 7 persons with one leader and 12 
persons with two leaders. The tour will be considered viable with 5 participants plus a leader. 
 
FLIGHTS: Your Birding Abroad leader(s) will be using the services of Jet2 from 
Leeds/Bradford airport which has a convenient morning flight to Malaga. The return flight 
leaves at lunchtime, ensuring we are back home in the UK by mid-afternoon on the final day. 
Flights are also available from London Gatwick with British Airways. Many regional airports 
also operate to Malaga from the UK - simply tie in your schedule with the start and end of 
our ground tour.   
 

DAY TO DAY ITINERARY 
 
Day 1 - Friday 26 April: The group will rendezvous at lunchtime in Malaga, collect our hire 
vehicles and make the road journey of an hour and half northwards and inland to the rural 
town of Osuna.  En-route we will stop at Laguna de la Fuente de Piedra, which hosts Spainôs 
largest Greater Flamingo colony.  Occasionally Lesser Flamingo can be noted here so we 
will scan carefully just in case. The scrub and fields around the lagoon are likely to provide 
our first Woodchat and Iberian Grey Shrikes of the trip, as well as commoner species such 
as Serin, Zitting Cisticola and Sardinian Warbler. A short early evening birding session in the 
lowlands around Osuna will target Black-shouldered Kites, often more showy at the end of 
the day. Night Osuna. 
 

 

Black-shouldered Kite, a target of the tour 



Day 2 - Saturday 27 April: A full day exploring the plains around Osuna. The expansive 
countryside is criss-crossed by several minor roads and tracks where our target birds include 
Great and Little Bustards, Montaguôs Harrier and Black-bellied Sandgrouse.  Several lakes, 
some seasonal, are home to Collared Pratincole and Gull-billed Tern, whilst migrant waders 
utilise the muddy margins. A more permanent lake, protected as a nature reserve, holds 
breeding White-headed Ducks. The agricultural fields here are amongst the best places in 
Spain to see Spanish Sparrows which often nest colonially below the larger platform nests of 
White Storks. Calandra Larks commonly sing high in the sky showing their large bat-like 
wings, alongside Crested Larks which often pose obligingly at the track sides. The area is 
home to Great Spotted Cuckoo, which give themselves away by their raucous calls. 
European Rollers breed on these plains and with luck we may see an early returning bird.  
Night Osuna.  
 

 
 
Day 3 - Sunday 28 April: This morning we leave Osuna and travel west for an hour and half 
to Los Palacios, where we stay for three nights. Here, just over the river from the Coto 
Donana National Park itself, are some of the best wetlands in Spain. These include the 
famous Brazo Del Este, an area offering exceptional bird watching due to a mosaic of 
habitats including marshes and cultivated land, endless canals and embankments and drier 
steppe like plains. Common herons and related species include Purple, Squacco and Black-
crowned Night-herons, Little Bittern, Eurasian Spoonbills and Glossy Ibis. The songs of 
Great Reed and Saviôs Warblers will resound from vegetated pools and the thin call of 
Eurasian Penduline-tits may well reveal the intricate nest of these delightful birds. The area 
is home to established exotic escapes including Yellow-crowned Bishops, Common Waxbills 
and Black-headed Weavers. The skies are filled with the aerial activity of Collared 
Pratincoles, Gull-billed and Whiskered Terns, which are constantly on the move, as well as 
raptors such as Black Kites, Booted and Short-toed Eagles. Not far from our hotel we can 
search for Western Olivaceous Warblers in their favourite habitat of a tamarisk fringed 
lagoon. Night Los Palacios. 

White-headed Duck, still a rare and protected species 



Day 4 - Monday 29 April: Today we spend a full day visiting a number of excellent sites 
lower down the Guadalquivir River where it enters the Atlantic Ocean. Starting at the 
Trebujena flood plain, we will scan for small parties of Pin-tailed Sandgrouse which come 
here to drink and feed. The bare sun-baked mud margins and raised banks are frequented 
by Lesser Short-toed Larks whilst Spectacled Warblers sing from salicornia bushes on the 
salty marismas. Caspian Terns will be patrolling the wide river as we drive southwards, 
checking the shallow lagoons and salinas for Marbled Duck and migrant waders, before we 
reach the welcome shade of the Algaida pine woods. Here Black Kites and Booted Eagles 
soar overhead, whilst the woods themselves provide perfect habitat for Iberian Chiffchaff, 
Short-toed Treecreeper and a variety of migrants, as well as the occasional Azure-winged 
Magpie. White-headed Ducks breed on a nearby lake alongside Red-crested Pochard and 
Ferruginous Duck.  Close-by the Bonanza Saltpans, now a reserve with good access and 
drivable tracks, offers close views of Greater Flamingos, Slender-billed Gulls and Kentish 
Plovers. At this time of year the saltpans are teeming with various Arctic-bound waders 
including Little Stints and Curlew Sandpipers both in glorious summer plumage. A short drive 
to the river mouth at Chipiona will give us an excellent chance of Little Swifts which have 
established a breeding colony here. Whilst we wait we can scour the foreshore for a few 
passing seabirds or óloafingô gulls. By late afternoon it will time to return to Los Palacios, less 
than an hour away via Jerez and the nearby motorway.  
Night Los Palacios.  
 

 
 
Day 5 - Tuesday 30 April: After breakfast we will take a simple car ferry across the 
Guadalquivir River to nearby Coria del Rio and have a day sampling the sheer delights 
within the ónorthern marismasô.  Once over the river, our first stop will be at the Dehesa de 
Abajo, a site well loved by Spanish bird watchers but not widely known elsewhere. It 
possesses a great mix of habitats from umbrella pines to wild olive woodlands, from 
pastureland to open water and it includes a visitor centre for our convenience. An impressive 
colony of 500 pairs of White Stork is scattered here, plus numerous Booted Eagles and 
Black Kites soaring lazily overhead. The pathways are sandy and are occupied by ground 
nesting European Bee-eater, which give unforgettable views as they fly around close to 

Marbled Duck ς small populations summer in Andalucía 


