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TOUR OVERVIEW: Visible just a few miles across the Straits of Gibraltar, the glistening 
Barbary Coast traces the outline of Morocco, Western Europe’s closest gateway country to 
the vast continent of Africa. Beyond lies a fascinating land of amazing geographic and scenic 
variety, evoking visions of the untamed and exotic. Dramatic snow-capped peaks in the Atlas 
Mountains give way to sun-baked stony plateaus with towering wind-hewn limestone canyons, 
which in turn merge imperceptibly into the edge of the seemingly limitless Sahara Desert, 
complete with shimmering mirages, towering dunes and restful palm-fringed oases.  
 
In Western Palearctic birding terms Morocco is a must visit destination. It is extremely bird rich 
and importantly hosts a significant number of sought-after endemic birds. Prominent amongst 
these are Barbary Partridge, Levaillant’s Woodpecker, Moussier’s Redstart, Seebohm’s 
Wheatear, Western Mourning Wheatear, Tristram’s Warbler, African Crimson-winged Finch 
and Desert Sparrow. Additional specialty species include Houbara Bustard, Egyptian Nightjar, 
Red-rumped Wheatear, Thick-billed Lark, African Desert Warbler and Trumpeter Finch 
amongst many more, a complete list of which follows below.  
 
Our tour is timed to coincide with the start of the great spring migration and we will encounter 
a whole host of species soaring northwards overhead and bushes alive with passerines en-
route to Europe, many pausing to rest and feed after an epic trans-Saharan crossing.  
 

 
 
Morocco is a peaceful and stable country, with the most ‘western’ outlook of several adjoining 
Arab countries which together form the Maghreb region of North Africa. Religious tolerance is 
the norm, and a rich heritage has matured by the blending of Berber and Arab cultures. 
Fascinating ancient towns and cities are alive with bustling souks and serene, decorative 



medinas. This is a realm where nomadic tribes still journey across the deserts. Captivating 
tradition sits comfortably alongside the 20th century trappings of a modern developing country 
which boasts a good tourist infra-structure, extensive internet connection and smart cars. 
France was the principal colonial power and French together with Arabic remain the main 
languages. Moroccan cuisine is famous for dishes such as couscous, tagine and harira all of 
which are Berber in origin, but tourists can also sample mouth-watering delights that are 
clearly inspired by Mediterranean lands to the north. Moroccan people are amongst the most 
hospitable in the world, a glass of mint tea nearly always awaits your arrival (or a beer or wine 
if you prefer!), providing the friendliest of welcomes.  
 

 
 
TOUR DESCRIPTION: Our tour coincides with the warming days of early spring when 
migration is gathering pace and the local specialty birds are beginning their breeding season 
displays. Morocco is a big country, almost twice the size of the UK, so we have been careful 
to choose a limited circular transect of just the south-eastern region, where the vast majority 
of our target birds can be found. With 12 days at our disposal, we have ample time to absorb 
the bird watching and get acquainted with all the key species. All the crucial hot spots are 
covered, from the breathtakingly beautiful snow-capped High Atlas Mountains, south to the 
arid plains, gorges and palmeries of the Ouarzazate region. Nearby the Tagdilt Track, 
Morocco’s most famous birding site, occupies an endless upland plateau whilst further east 
the jewel in the crown is formed by the vast sand dunes of the Sahara Desert, where rippling 
sand and cool oases combine to create such evocative desert horizons. We will take an 
exciting 4-wheel drive ‘desert safari’ getting close up to the birds and we may even encounter 
the occasional Bedouin camel caravan which still range on their nomadic journeys to this day.  
 
Whilst superb birding will be our main focus, some touristic time will be made available for 
optional visits to two unmissable UNESCO World Heritage cultural sites during the tour. The 
ancient walled Berber city of Marrakesh is the epitome of Arabic chic with atmospheric bustling 
souks and ornate minarets adorning the skyline. The city hosts the amazing Koutoubia 
Mosque and the Jemaa el Fna square, and we can take a stroll around the wonderful narrow 

Moussier’s Redstart – a mesmerising gem and firm favourite of Morocco tours 



streets and open plazas of the medina and relax amongst a traditional café culture. Later in 
the tour we visit Ait Benhaddou, an ancient ksar or fortified town, strategically located along 
one of the former trans-Saharan trade routes. The entire village is constructed of earthen clay 
and movie goers will recognise the backdrop famously used in many epic film sets including 
David Lean’s Lawrence of Arabia and Franco Zeffirelli’s Jesus of Nazareth.  
 

 
 

The view from our hotel as the early morning sun welcomes another day at Ait Benhaddou 
 

Throughout the tour, we will be in the hands of a very experienced ground agent who will 
provide our transport, driver and local bird guide. With a first-class knowledge of all the main 
birding sites, the interpretation and support they bring will be indispensable in making for a 
very successful and happy Birding Abroad tour.         
 
PHOTOGRAPHIC OPPORTUNITIES: The spring light is bright, so good photographic results 
can be expected. The leisurely pace of the tour provides ample time for taking pictures, and 
most visitors find the amazing variety of scenery and cultural insights easily rival the 
resplendent birdlife.   
  
BIRD LIST: Highlights are expected to include Ruddy Shelduck, Marbled Duck, Ferruginous 
Duck, Garganey, Barbary Partridge, Black-bellied, Crowned and Spotted Sandgrouse, Purple 
Heron, White Stork, Greater Flamingo, Egyptian Nightjar, Pallid, Alpine and Little Swifts, 
Houbara Bustard, Black-winged Kite, Golden Eagle, Bonelli’s Eagle, Lammergeier, Eurasian 
Griffon Vulture, Egyptian Vulture, Black Kite, Montagu’s Harrier, Atlas Long-legged Buzzard, 
Pharaoh Eagle-owl, Levaillant’s Woodpecker, Lesser Kestrel, Barbary Falcon, Lanner Falcon, 
Desert Grey Shrike, Yellow-billed Chough, Maghreb Magpie, Brown-necked Raven, 
Ultramarine (African Blue) Tit, Laughing Dove, a multitude of larks including Greater Hoopoe, 
Thick-billed, Bar-tailed, Desert, Thekla’s, Maghreb, Atlas Horned, Temminck’s, Greater Short-
toed and Lesser Short-toed, Eurasian Crag Martin, Common Bulbul, Saharan Scrub Warbler, 
Fulvous Babbler, African Desert Warbler, Tristram’s Warbler, Western Subalpine Warbler, 
Spectacled Warbler, Moussier’s Redstart, a wide variety of wheatears including Seebohm’s, 



Desert, Western Black-eared, Red-rumped, Black, White-crowned and Western Mourning, 
Blue Rock Thrush, Desert Sparrow, Moroccan Wagtail, Tawny Pipit, Red-throated Pipit, Alpine 
Accentor, Rock Sparrow, ‘Atlas’ Chaffinch, ‘Atlas’ Crossbill, African Crimson-winged Finch, 
Trumpeter Finch, Cirl Bunting, Rock Bunting, House Bunting.     
   

  
 
MAMMALS & OTHER WILDLIFE: Whilst large mammals are not particularly abundant in 
Morocco there are plentiful rodents including a wide variety of gerbils, jirds and jerboas. The 
nocturnal Desert Hedgehog inhabits wadi bottoms whilst Barbary Ground Squirrel prefer open 
rocky slopes, either in mountains or deserts. Bats are frequent for those interested in trying a 
nocturnal session. The Barbary Macaque is the only macaque species found outside Asia. It 
is endemic to Morocco and Algeria, though a population of uncertain provenance lives on 
Gibraltar. It prefers the cedar forests of the Middle Atlas where it is relatively abundant, though 
a declining and small population still survives in the Ourika valley near Oukaimeden which we 

visit on our itinerary. Other large mammals include Mouflon, Dorcas Gazelle and Wild Boar 

but none of these are plentiful.  
 
ACCOMMODATION & FOOD: Full board accommodation is provided throughout, the rooms 
being of a good standard with en-suite facilities. Single rooms are available at a supplement. 
The food is excellent in our hotels and representative of Moroccan cuisine with the European 
traveler in mind. Look out for tasty couscous and tagines with fresh and locally grown 
accompaniments. Lunch is usually a packed lunch or light café meal. Water is provided on our 
tour bus throughout. Alcoholic drinks, tea and coffee are available in the hotels.    
 
WEATHER: In March, the weather will be warm and sunny especially at lower elevations. In 
the high peaks it can still be cold, especially early in the morning. Similarly, early desert 
mornings take a little time to warm up, so be prepared with cold weather coats as well as sun 
shorts and tee-shorts, sometimes to be worn in the same day! Occasionally, spring rainfall 
and even sleet or snow are possible in the mountains.  

Western Mourning Wheatear, a localised Maghreb speciality 



HEALTH: No special vaccinations are required for travel in Morocco and malaria is not 
prevalent in the areas we visit. Please check with your local GP for the latest tourist 
requirements and ensure you are up to date on basic inoculations. If you take regular 
medication, please bring a copy of your prescription. Basic fitness is all that is required as 
most of the birding will be done within a short walk of the tour vehicle.   
 
PACE & DAILY ROUTINE: Morocco is a large country but we have chosen to explore a 
relatively small section and 12 days allows plenty of time to enjoy the itinerary at a leisurely 
pace. Virtually all of our drives are under three hours, and we ensure everyone is comfortable 
and able to take fresh air and stretch their legs regularly. We will use a spacious mini-bus and 
local driver, accompanied at all times by an expert Moroccan bird guide. Typically, we will start 
the day at 7am and conclude around 6pm, with some flexibility as the birdwatching dictates. 
 

 
 
PRICE: The cost of the 12-day trip will be £1850 per person, which includes all travel in 

Morocco by locally driven mini coach, birdwatching excursions with expert leaders, hotel 

accommodation in twin-bedded en-suite rooms of a good standard, with breakfast, packet and 

café lunches and evening meals included, optional cultural visits with guide to Marrakesh and 

Ait Benhaddou. Drinking water will be available throughout.  

Not included are your return flights to Marrakesh from the UK, any drinks not provided with 

meals and any souvenirs you wish to buy. We estimate that £10 per person per day will be 

sufficient to cover drinks (depending of course upon what and how much you may wish to 

drink). Single rooms are available at a supplement of £250. 

INTERNATIONAL FLIGHTS: There are several airlines which fly to Marrakesh from regional 

UK airports including Manchester, Luton and of course London Gatwick. The estimated cost 

would be £300 return. We aim to utilise flights which depart the UK early morning, arriving 

around mid-day in Marrakesh, so as to be convenient for our onward journey. If you choose 

to fly independently, then ensure you dove-tail your journey to rendezvous with us in the 

arrival’s hall at Marrakesh airport by lunchtime on the first day.  Please contact us to discuss 

your flight plans.  

Temminck’s Lark – a desert loving relative of 

the ‘horned lark’ complex 



GROUP SIZE: The tour will proceed with five plus a Birding Abroad leader, up to a maximum 

of 10 plus two leaders.  

 

Stunning scenery in the Atlas Mountains 
 

 
 

A desert kasbah, a frequent sight along the way 



DAY TO DAY ITINERARY 
 
 
Sunday 12 March: Early morning flights from Manchester and Gatwick arrive into Marrakesh 
airport around lunchtime. Here we meet our ground agent and guide before making a short 
road journey south through cultivated plains before heading uphill through the Ourika Valley 
into alpine meadows and snow-covered peaks of the picturesque High Atlas Mountains. A 
slow ascent will allow time to make short stops at differing elevations where a variety of 
habitats provide plenty of opportunities to encounter our first North African birds. For many, 
the stunning Moussier’s Redstart will be a show-stopper; it is surely one of the most attractive 
and iconic birds in the whole Western Palearctic. Levaillant’s Woodpecker, Ultramarine 
(African Blue) Tit, Moroccan Wagtail (subpersonata) and Barbary Partridge are all found here 
and even the Common Chaffinch has its own very distinctive local race, indeed it is a candidate 
for a future split. Night Oukaimeden.  
 
Monday 13 March: Our hotel is situated near the tree line giving easy access to high-altitude 
mountain birds. We have a full day around Oukaimeden, where a fantastic panorama awaits 
as we explore the different alpine zones. Scree slopes are home to African Crimson-winged 
Finch, whilst open areas are favoured by Atlas Horned Larks. Black Redstarts are regularly 
found within the village itself where we can also look for Rock Sparrow and Alpine Swift. Both 
Yellow-billed and Red-billed Chough are likely to be circling overhead and as the sun’s rays 
provide increasing warmth, we will turn our eyes skywards for soaring raptors, here including 
Golden Eagle and perhaps the mighty Lammergeier, recently re-discovered in this area. Night 
Oukaimeden. 
 

 

African Crimson-winged Finch, now split from its Asian counterpart 



Tuesday 14 March: Descending from the high peaks, we embark on a spectacular 160 km 
route through the dramatic scenery of the Tizi-n-Tichka Pass, before reaching the stony 
deserts west of Ouarzazate. Our drive will be completed in comfortable stages to allow for 
regular birding breaks and a pleasant lunch stop. We will traverse a mosaic of vegetation 
zones including fragrant maquis-like scrub with wild olive, myrtle, cytisus, broom and 
rosemary. Shady open Toufliht forest of firs, pines, oaks and cedars occur higher up, from 
where boulder-strewn alpine meadows stretch into the peaks. Birdlife across this beautiful 
region is rich and includes residents such as the recently split Maghreb Magpie, the local sub-
species ‘Atlas’ Coal Tit, as well as Short-toed Treecreeper, Black Wheatear, Rock Sparrow 
and Rock Bunting. There are chances for wintering Ring Ouzel and with luck an early returning 
Seebohm’s Wheatear. The latter breeds here in montane pastures and is a notable endemic 
after being split from Northern Wheatear.  
 

 
 
The habitat becomes ever more sparce as we reach the stony semi-deserts and plains on our 
approach to Ouarzazate. We will notice a switch from Black Wheatear to White-crowned 
Wheatear and we will encounter our first Desert Larks and Trumpeter Finches. Passage birds 
en-route north at this time of year could include White Stork, Black Kite, Booted Eagle, Pallid 
and Alpine Swift and Western Subalpine Warbler. Night Ouarzazate. 
 
Wednesday 15 March:  On the outskirts of Ouarzazate, a large shallow reservoir, the Barrage 
de Mansour Eddahbi, hosts the only large area of permanent freshwater south of the 
mountains. From the ornithological point of view, its shallow inlets attract birds from miles 
around, and we will enjoy scanning for Greater Flamingo, Ruddy Shelduck, Marbled Duck, 
Ferruginous Duck and Garganey. Muddy margins are likely to host a selection of waders such 
as Black-winged Stilt, Wood Sandpiper and Kentish Plover, as well as a few wintering Red-
throated Pipits and a variety of passage ‘flava’ wagtails. Any reed-fringed sections could host 
Bluethroats. Even gulls venture far inland to use the reservoir and we will keep a keen look 
out for anything unusual. Away from the reservoir, the landscape comprises a mosaic of stony 
plains, wadis, palmeries and cultivation, a wide-ranging mix of habitats for us to explore and 
enjoy some great birding. With the help of our local guide, we will be on the look-out for two 
recent splits. Maghreb Lark, formerly regarded as a long-billed race of Crested Lark but now 
recognized as a species in its own right, and similarly the Western Mourning Wheatear, a 

Seebohm’s Wheatear – an Atlas Mountains endemic 



close relative of Mourning Wheatear. Here too are Desert Grey Shrike, Sardinian Warbler and 
near habitation, House Buntings. Night Boumalne Dades.  
  

 
  
Thursday 16 March: This morning we will venture into central Morocco’s most famous birding 
area, the large stony desert plain known to birders as the Tagdilt Track. The birding here is 
exceptional and we will find a whole host of desert dwelling species. Larks are the dominant 
small passerines, with Thekla’s, Temminck’s, Greater Hoopoe and even the nomadic Thick-
billed being present.  
 

 

Thick-billed Lark - bold features for a lark that requires patient searches to locate 

Hot stony plains give way to arid hills with the alpine High Atlas beyond 



Another tour favourite is bound to be the lovely Red-rumped Wheatear, often located by its 
‘whistling kettle’ song. This desolate landscape is suitable for sandgrouse too, with Black-
bellied being the most frequently seen, though Crowned is certainly possible. Cream-coloured 
Courser breeds, and with careful observations we expect to pick several out as they blend into 
the sandy terrain. Raptors include Atlas Long-legged Buzzard and Lanner Falcon. We will 
dedicate most of the day to this exceptional area, though as evening approaches, we can 
easily visit a close-by rocky canyon which offers chances of Western Mourning Wheatear and 
Desert Lark and we may get our first chance of Pharaoh Eagle-owl. Night Boumalne Dades.    
 
Friday 17 March: Today we have a drive of over 200 km, first heading east and then south to 
the very edge of the Sahara. We will notice a series of habitat changes as we proceed on our 
journey, each perhaps prompting a stop to look for birds. Near Er Rachidia, we search a 
regular site for Saharan Scrub Warbler, now split from its Middle Eastern relative. This species 
spends as much time on the sandy ground of dry wadi beds as it does in scrub, and with 
patience we should get good views.  
 

 
 
Nearby the Ziz Valley holds stands of tamarisks that are attractive to migrant passerines 
refuelling on their yearly migrations. A stunning desert vista awaits our arrival at the towering 
sand dunes of the Erg Chebbi, glowing like mountains of gold and at their most impressive as 
we arrive in the late afternoon sun. Eventually we will settle into Merzouga, our base for three 
nights with the twinkling lights of the isolated desert settlements all around marking the very 
edge of the famous Sahara Desert.  Night Erg Chebbi, Merzouga. 

A Saharan Scrub Warbler skulking in a vegetated wadi 



Saturday/Sunday 18 & 19 March: We have two full days to explore the Merzouga area, 
gaining an insight into the fauna, flora and people that make desert life so unique. On one day 
we will swap our tour vehicle for a 4-wheel drive and embark on an exciting adventure which 
takes us into the true depths of the desert. This is the very edge of range of the rare Desert 
Sparrow, which is endemic to North Africa, now that Zarudny’s Sparrow from the deserts of 
Central Asia is treated as a separate species. These birds frequent small Bedouin settlements 
and we will take time to find and enjoy these special members of the sparrow family.  
 

 
 
Nearby, amongst small patches of low grassy scrub, African Desert Warblers, shown below, 
will be in song, their pale golden buff colour matching the soft yellow sands all around.  
 

 

Desert Sparrow – a species 

warranting a true birding pilgrimage 



These warblers are often accompanied by gorgeous Desert Wheatears, as the two species 
live as symbiotic neighbours, gaining an advantage in their foraging and alertness by staying 
close to each other. Greater Hoopoe-larks perform their dazzling aerial displays over the 
dunes and here too both Bar-tailed and Lesser Short-toed Larks are to be found. The area is 
home to the much sought-after Egyptian Nightjar and with luck we may locate a day-roosting 
bird to watch at a sensible distance.  
 

 
 
Just as noteworthy is a chance of seeing Houbara Bustard which still survives here in very low 
numbers, the wild population having tumbled due to persecution by wealthy Arab falconers 
from the Middle East. Ridges along rocky cliff faces in the Merzouga region are home to 
Pharaoh Eagle-owl, as well as both Barbary and Lanner Falcons, so we are optimistic of a 
good sighting.  
 
Winter rains sometimes fill a number of seasonal lakes in the area which in spring can be alive 
with migrant wildfowl and waders plus passerines around their edges. It seems quite a 
contradiction to see flocks of Ruddy Shelduck and Kentish Plovers out in the middle of the 
desert, but of course they are steppe lake specialists by design. Shady palm plantations are 
home to groups of noisy Fulvous Babblers, but they also provide shelter for tired migrants 
which have just made the Saharan crossing. These could include Woodchat Shrike, and 
perhaps the first spring Western Subalpine Warbler.   
 
The desert environment requires special adaptations. Water is at a premium and birds must 
search to find it. Sandgrouse manage their hydration levels with a daily routine of drinking and 
bathing at waterholes. They usually arrive a couple of hours after sunrise, and visit again in 
the evening if required. Remarkably male sandgrouse saturate their belly feathers, carrying 
water in these feathers back to the nest for their chicks to drink! Regular attendance at a 
waterhole allows an opportunity to see sandgrouse at close range; in the desert they are 
unobtrusive, often sitting tight and relying on perfect camouflage. Flocks of Spotted and 
Crowned Sandgrouse can gather, a spectacular sight indeed, and when close up their intricate 
plumages are simply exquisite. Nights Erg Chebbi, Merzouga. 

Egyptian Nightjar – with local knowledge we hope to discover a roosting bird 



 
 
Monday 20 March: Today we begin our journey back from the Sahara and not wanting to 
endure a long drive, we travel only as far as Tinghir, two-hours away without stops. We will be 
taking all day to cover the ground, allowing for regular birding breaks in a variety of habitats. 
We can consolidate our views of the many great birds we will have already seen, perhaps 
species such as African Desert Warbler and Saharan Scrub Warbler which are both on the 
cards as we cross these the barren tracts of land. Trumpeter Finch is very likely to be seen, 
and no doubt a few more migrants as each day of the spring advances. As we approach the 
oasis town of Tinghir, large palm plantations host numbers of House Buntings. Night Tinghir. 
 

 
House Bunting, often found around human habitation 

Spotted Sandgrouse 



Tuesday 21 March: Our hotel is situated close to the entrance to the Todra Gorge. This is the 
most impressive in a series of spectacular cliff-sided limestone canyons carved into the dry 
southern foothills of the High Atlas Mountains. Black Wheatears and Blue Rock Thrush thrive 
here and from the canyon floor we will scan for soaring Bonelli’s Eagle and any other raptors, 
perhaps being alerted to their presence by the calls Eurasian Crag Martins which circle the 
rock formations. Our guide knows reliable locations for Tristram’s Warbler, another Maghreb 
endemic and key target bird for the tour. This species, which resembles a cross between 
Dartford and Spectacled Warbler, is resident in this area, though others from further north 
spend the winter at lower altitude in the deserts of the Tafilalt, and indeed, we may see them 
near Merzouga. We take lunch at the Riad Dades Birds hotel, before making our way steadily 
westwards along the Dades Valley to Ait Benhaddou where we spend the night.   
 

 
  
Wednesday 22 March: After some early morning bird watching, we will make a short but 
highly interesting visit to the ancient ksar, or fortified town, of Ait Benhaddou. For centuries 
this was a major trading station for caravans en-route between Marrakesh and Saharan cities 
to the south as far as Timbuktu. The striking architecture, which will be familiar to film goers, 
is composed entirely of rammed earth, clay bricks and wood, with the village buildings are 
grouped together within a defensive wall, reinforced by corner towers and accessed through 
a gate. Dating from the 11th century, Ait Benhaddou is considered one of the most authentic 
examples of earthen clay architecture in Morocco, the village being declared a UNESCO 
World Heritage Site in 1987. Such a dramatic and relatively unchanged appearance has 
attracted the film industry for many years, the crammed sloping buildings providing the 
backdrop for numerous cinematic and TV sets, including Gladiator, Jewel of the Nile and the 
more recent Game of Thrones.  
 
Retracing our route back over the Tizi n’Tichka Pass, we will once again have lunch in the 
mountains, before journeying onwards to Marrakesh. Birding today will be made from roadside 
stops amongst unforgettable views of the surrounding Atlas Mountain scenery.  
 
We conclude the day in Marrakesh, where after checking into our hotel, we embark on a 
guided tour of this ancient and exotic city. Marrakesh was Africa’s first Capital of Culture. 
Berber and Arab influences mingle in a labyrinth of narrow streets within the floodlit city walls, 
creating a magical, vibrant and colourful street atmosphere, complete with snake charmers, 

A stunning male Tristram’s Warbler 



street entertainers and bustling souks. Famous sights include the Jemaa el Fna square, the 
Majorelle Garden, the elaborate Ben Youssef Madrasa, the fine Moorish architecture of the 
Bahia Palace and the holy Koutoubia Mosque. Our guide will provide us with a commentary 
to interpret the mesmerising sights, sounds and smells of the iconic landmarks along the way. 
We conclude with an evening meal and final log call of the tour, no doubt reflecting on the 
superb birding we have encountered, whilst being equally enthralled by the cultural experience 
witnessed and the warm hospitality of the people we have met along the way. Night in the 
bustling and charismatic Marrakesh.  
 

 
 
Thursday 23 March: Our morning flights will ensure that we are all home in good time for any 
onwards travel later in the day. 
 
To reserve a place on this remarkable tour, please send a completed booking form together 
with a £300 deposit to Lance at 14 Fiddlers Drive, Doncaster. DN3 3TT. 
 
 
Thanks to Pete Greaves for use of his photographs. 
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