
SPAIN – Aragon: steppe & mountain 

8 – 13 March 2013 

Aragon offers a variety of habitats in close proximity and as such makes an ideal destination for a 

short birding trip in the warmth of early spring. Our group comprised Rob Adams, Wendy Ambler, 

Gary Dayes, Steve Gwilliam, Martin Limbert, Alan Marshall, Denis Matthewman, John Price, Mike 

Wilkinson, Peter Wilkinson, Richard Willison and the two organisers from Doncaster, Lance Degnan 

and Nick Whitehouse.  

We assembled on the evening of Thursday 7 March at the Holiday Inn at Stansted Airport. Next 

morning we made the short two hour flight to Zaragoza arriving shortly after lunchtime, and it 

wasn’t long before we were heading off into the arid plains of central Aragon in our comfortable and 

spacious people carriers. The first stop was at the Embalse de Tosos. Here we enjoyed our first views 

of a number of raptors, including over 70 Griffon Vultures, two Goshawks, a Golden Eagle and three 

Peregrines.  The rocky terrain here is excellent habitat for Rock Sparrows and seven were observed 

at close quarters, each revealing their subtle identification features.  A couple of Crossbills and a 

handful of Wood Larks reminded us of home, but a Sardinian Warbler, a few Serins and  several 

groups of Spotless Starlings were a nice introduction to some of the commoner south European 

species. Perhaps the most unexpected sighting was a group of Spanish Ibex, some rutting on the 

jagged slopes below. 

 

 



Driving eastwards towards the Belchite plains, we visited the remote El Planeron reserve. Our main 

target species was the elusive Dupont’s Lark, and as dusk fell, we heard two males both in song, 

enabling us to fix their locations for a dawn visit next morning. In addition a few Lesser Short-toed 

and Calandra Larks were noted in song flight, and several small groups of Black bellied Sandgrouse 

totalling some 20 birds flew passed across the vast open plains.  

 

 

 

After a full day we retired at dusk to our hotel in Lecara and feasted well on a nice meal with local 

Carinanea wine.  

Saturday 9 March, We were up early today and back at the Dupont’s Lark site for dawn. With 

patience, it was satisfying that all of the group managed decent ‘scope views’ of one bird in song as 

it sat on a grassy tussock some 60 metres away. The de-curved bill, breast markings and upperparts 

colouration were all clearly visible, and for many in the group, the trip mission had already been 

accomplished - well almost so, for there was still plenty of great birding to come! Two further 

Dupont’s could be heard singing, but they would not reveal themselves, though some of the group 

managed further sightings as the morning wore on. As we returned for breakfast everyone 

commented how pleased they were with the morning’s encounter with this very enigmatic species.   

The Les Monegros area was our next destination. Here, in noted steppe habitat we made several 

road side stops for raptors with stunning views of juvenile Golden Eagle and Hen Harrier obtained, 

plus Red-billed Chough, Dartford and Sardinian Warblers, several Iberian Grey Shrikes, four Stone 

Curlew and it was noticeable just how common Corn Buntings were compared to home.  



 

 

At one location we enjoyed close views of a Great Spotted Cuckoo perched and then in flight, this 

bird subsequently being joined by a second, before both flew off rather noisily across the fields.  

Several villages held breeding White Storks and four Hoopoes were seen. 

 

 



A packed lunch was taken ‘al fresco’ whilst we enjoyed the sunshine. Overhead some large groups of 

Griffon Vultures passed low over us.  Careful checking of the surrounding fields produced some 

rather splendid views of Great Bustards, with a total of 19 being noted, and in addition a flock of 200 

Pin-tailed Sandgrouse at close quarters, their stunning colouration being memorable for all of the 

group. Amongst the larks, Calandra was prominent with some 160 being noted for the day. 

By late afternoon we were heading towards Lleida. What had been just a trickle of Black Kites during 

the day then turned into significant northwards movement. Over 800 were noted, many flying low 

right over our heads in a direction that would see them drop short of the Pyrenees for the night.  

Just before dusk we checked a small lake adding several species to the trip list including 17 Red 

Crested Pochard, six Black necked Grebe, Cetti's Warbler and a small groups of Swallows and Sand 

Martins to prove that spring really had arrived (at least here in Spain!).  Our overnight 

accommodation was in the town of Fraga, convenient for our next stage of the trip.  

Sunday 10 March saw us begin the day with a visit to a Lesser Kestrel colony, where we enjoyed 

close views of 19 birds of both sexes enabling all their identification features to be checked out.  

 

 



Nearby fields held four Little Bustards which paused briefly on the ground before taking off and 

engaging in a wing quivering display flight. 

Further north the rest of the morning was spent exploring the dry steppe of the Ontinena area, 

where we had good flight views of 20 or so Black bellied Sandgrouse, 14 Stone Curlew, a flight of 15 

Black headed Gulls looking well out of place across the dry steppe, whilst three Alpine Swifts sped 

across the fields and away to the north. In addition, a group of 56 high flying Common Cranes were a 

nice sight as they too headed away to the north. 

In the afternoon we made our way towards Huesca and having dropped off our luggage at the 

Boletas Birdwatching Centre, we spent the last hour or so at the Vadiella Dam, carefully scanning the 

dam wall for Wallcreeper, a species which winters here each year. Though we had no luck this time 

we did manage brief views of a Lammergeier and several Egyptian Vultures amongst the many 

Griffons.  

 

 

 

 



Monday 11 March we ventured into the picturesque Sierra de Guara, an area of mid-altitude 

mountains lying between the central Pyrenees and the semi-arid Ebro depression. Our first port of 

call was Riglos, where sheer sandstone and limestone rock pinnacles rise magnificently and vertically 

for 300 metres from the valley sides.  

 

 

 

Here we firstly watched some human ‘wall creepers’ (rock climbers who daringly scale the massive 

cliffs) before the call went out “Wallcreeper!”  The group then enjoyed excellent views as one of 

these stunning birds flitted around the rock face, disappearing into crevices and small caves at 

different heights, and then eventually at eye level and close quarters. None of the group had 

expected to see this beautiful species so well, so there were smiles all round, particularly after a 

second bird gave even closer and more prolonged views to the cameramen amongst us. Two Alpine 

Accentors then showed well on a gravel path at the foot of the cliff allowing some nice photographs 

to be taken. Brief views were again had of a single Lammergeier, though Griffon and Egyptian 

Vultures were in constant view and occasional Red Kite and Peregrine added to the mix. Crag Martin, 

Blue Rock Thrush, Cirl Bunting and Black Redstarts provided further variety.     

 

 



 

 

 



In the afternoon we moved southwards and visited the Sotonera Reservoir, a wintering and staging 

site for many thousands of Common Cranes. Here we enjoyed the spectacle of 3500 of these 

magnificent birds, including many groups in ‘V’ formation coming and going as well as birds feeding 

in the surrounding fields. As the afternoon progressed Hen Harrier, Goshawk, Red and Black Kites, 

Osprey and Merlin were seen.  Other species noted here were four Great Egrets, Water Rails, several 

newly arrived ‘Iberian’ flava wagtails, and our only Fan-tailed Warbler of the trip.  Crested Larks 

were common, as in most places we visited during the trip, and here were alongside several 

Calandra Larks, and nearby even a few Sky Larks in song.  

As dusk fell we visited a site for Eagle Owl, but unfortunately we were disappointed, possibly as a 

result of a cool wind which made conditions rather unpleasant. All too soon it was time to return to 

our overnight accommodation at Boletas for another fine meal and more glasses of local Carinanea 

wine.  

On Tuesday 12 March we said good bye to our host Esther at Boletas and then wound our way into 

the hills near Santa Cilia where we positioned ourselves on an upland plateau hoping for good views 

of overhead raptors. We were not to be disappointed, with truly amazing views of a pair of 

Lammergeiers which approached from afar and then proceeded to display close overhead. We also 

noted Red and Black Kites, Goshawk and our largest count of Golden Eagles (nine) for the trip.  A 

group of Fieldfares flew over, showing how far south some of these birds spend the winter.   

 

 



  

 



A visit to Monte Aragon near Huesca produced our only Black Wheatears, with three rather elusive 

birds eventually being noted. Here again, a variety of raptors were almost constantly in view, a 

typical feature of birdwatching in Spain.   

 

 

 



With all of the important target species secured, we decided to head southwards towards Zaragoza  

and the airport. Returning to the Belchite plains once more, we enjoyed a very pleasant evening 

stroll in fairly warm sunshine. Just a single Dupont’s Lark was heard, its plaintive song now familiar to 

us all, but a nice variety of birds kept us entertained throughout.     

On Wednesday 13 March we only had a couple of hours birding locally before we had to make the 

journey back to Zaragoza for the return flight to the UK.  

The entire group agreed that it had been a wonderful short birding break, with good company and 

memorable views of the speciality birds of the Spanish steppe and mountains. Our thanks go to all 

the participants for making this such an enjoyable and fun trip.         

Lance and Nick      March 2013        

Many thanks to Richard Willison, Denis Matthewman and Rob Adams for their photographs, all 

taken on the tour    

  

 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 



 

 


