Trip Report: PROVENCE: 4 – 8 February 2011
The participants on our short trip to Provence were: Lance Degnan, Nick Whitehouse, Pete
Greaves, Tony Rhodes, Martin Limbert, Rob Adams, Richard Drew, Steve Gwilliam, John
Price, Richard Sprakes, Gary Featherstone, Mick Clay, Brian Chambers and Terry Mc Evoy.
The group assembled on the evening of the 3rd February at the airport Hilton hotel where
we enjoyed a few beers together, before our 9.35 am flight from Luton to Nimes early on
the 4th. After collecting two mini buses and in fine sunshine, we set out for our
accommodation, a lovely rural auberge just east of Arles, where we dropped off our
luggage. The surrounding fields held many Cattle Egrets, a taste of things to come.

We were quickly out into the field at our first birding location in the famous Crau ‘desert’.
Raptors were on view including multiples of Red Kite and Common Buzzard, plus close views
of three Hen Harriers and a Merlin. Our target bird for this first afternoon was Richard’s
Pipit, and the group enjoyed good views of five grounded birds scattered around this area.
Also seen were Iberian Grey Shrike, Crested Lark (15), Woodlark (3), Sardinian Warbler (3),
Serin and Cirl Bunting (2). As dusk approached a long day finally came to a close and the
group retired to the hotel for a fine meal and a well deserved drink or two.
Saturday 5th February: The day dawned bright and sunny, perfect for bird watching. After
breakfast our destination for the whole day was Les Alpilles, a group of low limestone hills
to the north-east of Arles. However we didn’t get very far, as the first stop was even before

we left the grounds of our hotel to watch a lovely male Hen Harrier and a Merlin hunting
together and soon after we had to make another road side stop to watch several Red Kites!

On our arrival at the scenic village of Les Baux, excitement levels rose with the sighting of
our first Wallcreeper of the trip, and we all enjoyed ‘scope’ views as it made its way along a
cliff face across the valley. Next a walk through the winding streets of the village to the
ancient castle above, produced a further Wallcreeper and subsequently 15 Alpine Accentors
were found at the very top, several at very close range enabling the photographers to get
some excellent shots. Blue Rock Thrushes were in evidence including some in song; these
adding a splash of colour to the stunning scenery. The bushes held Crested Tit, a Firecrest,
several Serins and many wintering Blackcaps. Whilst walking through the narrow streets at
least 12 Black Redstarts were seen, and twice more a stunning Wallcreeper at point blank
range showed to several of the group. Perhaps the bird found the buildings provided shelter
from the strong wind?

Next stop was the nearby peak of La Caume, where we enjoyed good views of a pair of
Bonelli’s Eagles, one of the birds going into spectacular aerial display. Our walk through the
pine woods produced more Crested Tit, Goldcrest, Sardinian Warbler, Short-toed
Treecreeper, whilst a single Crag Martin flew over. We concluded the day with a short walk
through some low hills, where we enjoyed terrific views of an Eagle Owl perched on a rock
and singing loudly, with a second singing bird heard in the distance.

Another lovely meal and a few drinks in the evening concluded what had been a memorable
day birding for all.
Sunday 6th February: Today we made the pilgrimage to the Camargue, still one of Europe’s
best birding areas. Scoping one of the many freshwater lagoons produced a good mix of
wildfowl including 1000 Red -crested Pochard and seven Scaup. Our main quest for the day
was to find the rare Greater Spotted Eagle, a few of which winter here from their Eastern
European/Russian breeding grounds. Two of these fine raptors were found and later we
watched them soaring and perched; both were thought to be sub adults, approximately 2-3
years old. Several heron species were in evidence, including Little, Cattle and Great White
Egrets, and also a few over wintering White Storks. Several large groups of Greater
Flamingos added a splash of pink to the Camargue’s blue skies. Waders included Avocets,
Common and Green Sandpipers, Grey Plover and Spotted Redshanks. A stroll alongside the
main Etang de Vacarres produced Penduline Tits, a few Water Pipits and a pair of Slenderbilled Gulls.
Later in the afternoon we drove north to the Pont du Gard, where we enjoyed great views
of Rock Sparrows (28) and the third and fourth Wallcreeper of the trip, both of which
showed well, and later one was joined on the ancient viaduct walls by a Short-toed
Treecreeper! A Dipper, a flock of Crag Martins, and yet more Cirl Buntings brought to an end
another excellent days birding.

Monday 7th February: Mount Ventoux
Today we drove to the famous Mount Ventoux, the gruelling mountain stage of the Tour de
France cycle race, which reaches a height of over 2000m. The lower slopes and vineyards
held several Rock Bunting, Cirl Bunting, Serin, Woodlark and Hawfinch. As the road climbed
through the forest we made several stops, seeing more Crested Tits and several Crossbills,
with one stop eventually producing a target bird for the day, Citril Finch. Several of these
fine birds, a new bird for several of the group, were seen at close range.

We parked where the road to the summit was closed off, and embarked on a long hike to
the tops above the tree line, where there was much drifting snow. Our quest was to find
Snow Finch which winters in this area. Our endeavours were rewarded when a group
totalling 36 of these enigmatic birds was found, accompanied by a lone Alpine Accentor. The
flock in flight made a memorable sight, like swirling wind-blown snow flakes. More
excitement followed as a group of four Chamois was spotted feeding on the scree slopes
and a fine sight they made too. For the second time during the day a magnificent Golden
Eagle drifted over the mountain, and more Citril Finches were seen around the tree line
before we ended the day’s birding, having successfully seen more of our trip targets.
Another fine meal and several drinks back at the auberge saw everyone well pleased with a
quality days birding.

Tuesday 8th February: Camargue and Crau
Our last day of the trip, and yet another with sunny skies and no wind, was spent visiting
new areas in both the Camargue and La Crau. In the morning we covered the coastal salt
pans where Little Stints (40), Kentish Plover (15), Mediterranean Gulls (2) were noted along
with many Greater Flamingo, a single Bittern and a group of 16 Black-necked Grebes. The
abundance of Great White Egrets was of note, with some 250 being recorded during the
day. Dartford Warblers were seen in the salicornia scrub and yet more views were had of
Penduline Tits, Bearded Tits and Water Pipits. Hen Harrier (4), Red Kite (8), and many
Common Buzzards made up the raptor list.
For our final afternoon we again visited La Crau, where a total of 115 Little Bustards were
admired, sometimes alongside 31 Pin-tailed Sandgrouse, a truly memorable sight. Later,
what was possibly the same group of five Richard’s Pipits was found, with two Iberian Grey
Shrikes, Cirl Buntings (10), Rock Buntings (15) and a single Ring Ouzel as additions.

As the day drew to an end, we drove to Marseilles airport for our flight home, after what
had been a very successful and enjoyable short winter break in Provence. We had been
blessed with nice sunny weather throughout and the temperatures even hit a balmy 17
degrees on two days. This was a trip which focused on a small selection of quality species,
and with all our target birds seen, all members of the group were genuinely taken by the
riches that birding in Provence has to offer.

Team photo at La Caume (minus Mick Clay who was taking it!)

List of notable and target species
Tundra Swan: 12 on 6th in Camargue
Red-crested Pochard: 1000 on 6th in Camargue
Greater Scaup: 7 Camargue on 6th
Greater Flamingo: 500 in Camargue 6th, 300 on 8th
Great Egret: max 250 in Camargue on 8th
Red Kite: up to 12 on three dates
Hen Harrier: seen daily max of four on 8th
Common Buzzard: seen daily max 50 on 8th
Greater Spotted Eagle: two seen Camargue on 6th
Golden Eagle: two sightings, possibly of same bird, Mount Ventoux on 7 th
Bonelli’s Eagle: 2 adults displaying in Les Alpilles on 5th
Little Bustard: 115 La Crau on 8th
Slender-billed Gull: two Camargue on 6th
Pin-tailed Sandgrouse: flocks totalling 31 seen La Crau on 8th
Eagle Owl: good scope views of a bird perched atop a rock pinnacle plus another heard
singing distantly, Les Alpilles on 5th
Iberian Grey Shrike: a disappointing show, just one on 4 th and two on 8th La Crau
Crag Martin: one on 5th La Crau, 12 Pont du Gard on 6th
Penduline Tit: two on 6th and four on 8th in Camargue
Wallcreeper: two Les Alpilles on 5th, two Pont du Gard 6th
Dartford Warbler: four in Camargue on 8th
Black Redstart: daily max 12 Les Alpilles on 5th
Blue Rock Thrush: five Les Alpilles on 5th
Alpine Accentor: nine Les Alpilles on 5th, one Mount Ventoux on 7th
Richard’s Pipit: five on La Crau on both 4th and 8th

Cirl Bunting: seen daily with max 10 on both 7th and 8th
Rock Bunting: four on Mount Ventoux 7th, 15 La Crau on 8th
Citril Finch: at least 20, probably nearer 40, Mount Ventoux on 7 th
Rock Sparrow: 28 at Pont du Gard on 6th
Snowfinch: a total of 36 seen Mount Ventoux on 7th

Thanks to Brian Chambers, Mick Clay and Pete Greaves for the photos.
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