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Introduction 

In mid-2025, Brian and I had a conversation about a possible birding trip to Spain in the late Autumn. 

Brian was keen to increase his Spanish list, and seek out a few specific lifers, following a series of 

successful trips in prior years. I was keen to visit Extremadura – a sort of bucket list destination, to be 

honest – and would be likely to see quite a lot of new birds as I’d not birded Spain all that much 

before. It sounded like a plan! 

The plan was fleshed out (but kept flexible to maximise our time) and we settled on a short, sharp 

trip ranging between Andalucia and Extremadura, and flying in and out via Sevilla.  

We were leaving on the Friday and returning the following Tuesday, splitting the trip into two main 

parts. The first couple of days in Andalucia, mainly around Cadiz, and the second two days in 

Extremadura. It would mean a lot of driving, but we would split that too and, in doing so, maximise 

the list and lifers we could acquire.  

The maps will show the rough routes we took around each region. 

 

 

 

 



Map 1. Andalucia 

 

 

Day One – Friday 31st October 

A very early start saw us arrive at Edinburgh airport at around 03.45, in plenty of time to catch our 

05.55 flight. With no delays or hitches, we landed in Sevilla at around 10am local time and braced 

ourselves to face the new procedures around passport control applying to non-Schengen countries. 

However, it wasn’t busy, it wasn’t that onerous a procedure, our big bag was the first one off the 

carousel, and we arrived at the bus stop exactly as the shuttle arrived to take us to our hire car. 

Seamless! On the way to pick up the car, we noted the first couple of species and got the list 

underway.  

Our first destination was the port town of Algeciras, overlooking the Straits of Gibraltar. We were 

headed there to ty and track down House Buntings, which have recently colonised Spain from North 

Africa. As the name might suggest, they live in close proximity to people and were being reported 

regularly from the same few streets.  

The drive south was long but uneventful, with the main roads very quiet – something we noticed 

throughout the trip. However, when we reached Algeciras, that changed. The area we were targeting 

was a warren of narrow streets, with typical North African, flat-roofed architecture. It was also school 

run time, and it was chaos! We dodged cars and suspicious glances alike as we tried to find these 

sparrow-sized birds, wandering around without much luck for some time. After a bit, we tried an 

alternative set of streets and, bingo! A single House Bunting landed on a roof above us, looked 

around and then flew off. Short but sweet views, and the first major target of the trip was nailed. 

Next up was the migration bottleneck at Tarifa. Our hope was that we would be able to pick out a 

Rüppell’s Vulture among the many hundreds of Griffons that gather there prior to migrating to Africa.  



At first, it seemed quiet. There were not large numbers of birds around and we were a bit concerned 

that maybe the winds were unfavourable, or perhaps the time of day wasn’t ideal. We moved slightly 

inland and found a spot that revealed our fears to be unfounded. Great, wheeling kettles of Griffon 

Vulture became obvious in all directions, some giving incredibly close flypasts. A Short-toed Snake-

eagle or two soared in amongst them and then I noticed a bird sitting on a hilltop rock. It was distant 

and the heat haze was bad. We both had our suspicions, but once it flew from its perch, we were 

able to confirm them – Bonelli’s Eagle.  

We spent a couple of hours sifting through the many hundreds of Griffons but couldn’t find their 

rarer cousin so, reluctantly, we made the decision to move on. When your time is limited, it doesn’t 

pay to linger too long on one species and there was so much more to see. 

 

The open country of La Janda was awash with birds. Large flocks of White Storks, Common Cranes, 

Eurasian Spoonbills, Glossy Ibises and Northern Lapwings foraged on the ground. Western Marsh 

Harriers wheeled and swooped above them, and a couple of Hen Harriers joined them. The 

hedgerows and bushes were festooned with Spanish Sparrows and Corn Buntings. It was a superb 

place to be birding.  

 



As we slowly drove and stopped occasionally to scan, a lone, juvenile Black Stork was sitting among 

the many hundreds of its White cousins. Then an Osprey gave a fly past, and Brian was suddenly two 

more up on his list. We watched a family of Otters cross the road ahead of us and then a couple of 

juvenile Black-winged Kites sparred with each other, landing on the roadside wires to give 

tremendous views. 

  

As the sun set and the light faded, we decided to try and use the last of it to see if we could locate 

the Northern Bald Ibises that breed in this area, as they came in to roost. 

Unfortunately, despite locating the roadside nesting cliff, they didn’t appear before darkness closed 

in, so we headed for our accommodation in the seaside town of Barbate.  

Thoroughly satisfied with our first days’ haul, we celebrated with a cold beer and a very tasty pizza in 

a beachside restaurant, as the locals got into the Halloween spirit. 

 

 

 

 

 



Day Two – Saturday 1st November  

Up before dawn, we made our way to the Barbate estuary, where Brian hoped to bolster his Spanish 

list with some waders and perhaps even bump into the Ibises, which were known to forage there on 

occasion. 

 

It was a chilly but bright morning, and we quickly began to rack up the waders with Eurasian Curlew 

and Curlew Sandpiper being particularly welcome in terms of Brian’s list. With a nice selection under 

our belt, we got back in the car and drove round to the saltpans at Caminos Dos Flamingos. 

 

As the name suggests, there were a few Greater Flamingos around. A group of Audouin’s Gulls 

loafed, and few more flew in. From a good selection of waders Brian added Pied Avocet and Red 

Knot to his list before we embarked on a bit of a wild goose (Ibis) chase. 

 



             

The colony of Northern Bald Ibises that breed at Barbate are known to forage nearby, on the golf 

course at Montenmedio. However, despite our best efforts, we were thwarted by locked gates, 

restricted views, and a lack of time.  

Undeterred, we made our way to Chipiona, on the outskirts of Cadiz, to look for another recent 

North African coloniser, which breeds in the harbour buildings. On the way a Caspian Tern flew over 

the road and Brian grabbed another new bird for Spain. Once parked, we walked out to the harbour 

and almost immediately encountered a handful of Little Swifts. These compact little birds were a lifer 

for both of us and very cool to watch as they zipped through the blue sky. 

We found a beachside bar, ordered a cold drink, and scanned out to sea for anything interesting, but 

the best we could muster were some Northern Gannets. 

It was a bit of a long shot, given the lack of recent reports, but we decided to try the beach at 

Chiringuito for a vagrant Elegant Tern which had been frequenting the area. Again, our luck was out 

as the high tide, and disturbance from people and dogs along the narrow strip of shoreline that 

remained, meant we didn’t connect with it. 

From here we made our way to a trio of small pools in the town of Bonanza. The drive in did not 

make us think we were approaching any kind of nature hotspot. The pools were located amongst a 

rather ramshackle collection of industrial buildings and housing and the first of them didn’t really 

produce anything of note. However, when we moved to the second pool, things began to hot up. A 

single, female, White-headed Duck was diving among the Eurasian Coots and a Purple Gallinule 

snuck through the reeds, avoiding Brian’s gaze. Then a Marbled Duck slipped out of the vegetation 

and joined the small flock of Northern Shoveler.  

This was becoming a rather successful day for me as the Marbled Duck was my third lifer and my 

sixth overall. But there was more to come! 

The third pool was a little more awkward to view, and the light was particularly harsh. We saw a few 

Black-crowned Night Heron and although Brian had a Common Waxbill, I didn’t get any view of it 

that would be classed as identifiable. There are a few Category C birds like this in Spain, and they can 



all be counted, but I wasn’t heartbroken to have missed out! Much more enjoyable and surprising 

was the adult Red-knobbed Coot, replete with said knobs. Another lifer for me.  

And that wasn’t the end of it. In the bushes along the edge of the pool, I picked up a male Black-

headed Weaver and we’d both bagged yet another lifer. It’s fair to say that Brian was more excited 

about this plastic interloper than I was, but hey, a tick’s a tick! For such an initially unpromising 

looking place, the pools at Bonanza had produced, well, a birding bonanza! 

Buoyed by our success and still with a few hours of light left in the day, we headed for a site on the 

edge of the Cota Donana NP called Trebujena. To get there the Sat Nav took us through a nature 

reserve called Pinar de la Colonia Monte Algaida. This was fine in theory but, in practice, it was a 

terrible road – especially as we only had a small hatchback. It really slowed our progress and when 

we finally broke free of it, it was a mighty relief. 

We stopped on the road a few times as we headed toward the Marismas at Trebujena, seeing a few 

nice birds along the way. When we parked up at the reserve itself, we could tell it had potential. 

Walking along the path, we were serenaded by multiple lark species. Eurasian Skylark and Crested 

Lark dominated to begin with, but we soon had a couple of Greater Short-toed Larks fly over calling. 

Then I got another lifer – a Mediterranean Short-toed Lark. We ended up seeing a few of them – 

including a group of about five running around on the ground.  

With the daylight fading it was time to head to our next overnight accommodation, but the Sat Nav 

wanted to take us back along that dreaded road through the pine forest. There had to be another 

way! Thankfully, a family of Spanish folks stopped in the car park, and despite a bit of a linguistic 

struggle (for both parties), they were able to advise on a much better route north.  

We spent the night in Los Palacios y Villafranca. It was Saturday night, the festival of All Saints Eve, 

and the locals were out in force, dressed up and eating out, and the atmosphere was great. We took 

a pavement table at a restaurant called Rub, enjoyed some cracking burgers, and sank a few 

extremely cheap beers to help celebrate a fantastic day. 

Luckily, Brian had his sensible head on, and the celebrations didn’t get too out of hand! 

 

      

 

 



Map 2. Extremadura 

 

 

Day Three – November 2nd  

Flush from our successes in Andalucía, we made the decision to head north to Extremadura a day 

earlier than we originally intended. This was a long drive but so worth it. Brian even managed to add 

a bird to his Spanish list when he spotted a Rose-ringed Parakeet in some roadside trees. 

Our first break in the journey was at the large reservoir near Alange because our friend, Craig 

Mackay, had given us a tip for finding Black Wheatear. As we turned off the main highway, we pulled 

to the side to admire my first lifer of the day – an Iberian Grey Shrike, posing on the wires.  

We parked up at the reservoir and walked along the path that ran below the Castillo de la Culebra, 

scanning the rocky outcrops above us. A huge raft of several hundred Great Crested Grebes floated 

on the water, but we couldn’t find anything rarer among them. A few Thekla’s Lark sang as they flew 

over us, another shrike perched up, and the odd Sardinian Warbler scolded us from the bushes. 

Then, as a Blue Rock Thrush appeared, Brian got on a male Black Wheatear. I nearly did myself a 

mischief as I cracked my shin on one of the small lamps that lined the edge of the path but, despite 

the pain, I got on the bird! Another lifer for me and only Brian’s third sighting. Even better, the male 

was joined by a female and they both gave extended scope views as they perched up and hopped 

about. 



 

The low wall that skirted the path was covered in millipedes, which probably tasted foul, so they 

didn’t attract any predators while we were there. I don’t think either of us fancied eating one to find 

out! 

We got back in the car and continued our northward trek. As we drove along, we kept an eye on any 

raptors we saw circling over the road. Eventually, this paid off as we got a couple of Cinereous 

Vultures (Black Vultures in old money). My third lifer and it wasn’t even midday yet. 

The destination we had in mind for the rest of the day was Monfrague National Park – famous for its 

raptors. It didn’t disappoint. The scenery was spectacular with wooded river gorges and craggy 

outcrops, above which enormous numbers of Griffon Vultures soared.  

  

We moved through the valley, picking up a flyover Hawfinch, until we reached a viewing spot that 

Brian had sussed out before. It was a traditional nesting site for Eurasian Eagle Owl, but he’d missed 

them when he’d visited previously.  



After a while, a local man appeared and set up his scope. He began to get us excited when he 

revealed some photos he’d taken of the owl, from this very spot, on the previous weekend. He 

seemed confident we’d see it later when the light began to go. This was a big target bird (literally) for 

Brian, so we settled in for the duration, hopeful his luck would change. 

As it happened the birding was slow. We saw a few birds – Iberian Magpies, a Blue Rock Thrush, a 

few Long-tailed Tits. A handful Cinerous Vultures joined the plentiful Griffons from time to time. A 

large squadron of Great Cormorants flew down the river, and we picked up our first Great Egrets of 

the trip. Then, the Spanish guy indicated he’d heard an Imperial Eagle calling. We were a bit doubtful, 

and we’d heard nothing but, as if by magic, a sub-adult Spanish Imperial Eagle cruised across the 

valley, circled a few times, and then dropped out of view behind the ridge. He claimed it would come 

back again later, the implication being this was a pattern of behaviour he’d seen before. Now we 

were extremely excited about our prospects of seeing the owl. This guy clearly knew his stuff!  

   

I picked up a Pied Flycatcher, low down, near the hide. For some reason, the Spanish guy, who 

wasn’t using bins, and didn’t see it, was unbelievably sceptical about it. We had a bit of a tetchy 

exchange in Spanglish, with me trying to find translations via Google to get my point across, and him 

consistently saying it had to be something else like a chaffinch or a spotted flycatcher. It was quite 

frustrating that he wasn’t having it. Eventually, when it reappeared in the same spot, we were able to 

get the scope (and him) on it. He finally relented that it was one! Very odd, as it’s not even rare. 

As the day wore on, this guy began to get on our nerves. For hours he babbled incessantly, and 

loudly, with his (presumed) granddaughter, and a friend. It spoiled the peace of the setting, and we 

worried about it putting the owl off.  

He might have been an inveterate gobshite, but he was right about the eagle. It did come back, 

giving amazing views as it sailed over our heads and scattered the Griffons on the other side of the 

valley. However, as darkness descended, and the biggest European bat either of us had ever seen 

cruised up and down the valley, it became apparent we were out of luck with the owl. It probably 

had sore ears. We certainly did! 

 

 



Disappointed but not disheartened, we headed to our accommodation in Trujillo; a stunning town 

with a castle and a beautiful central square that’s particularly pretty at night. We indulged in some 

cracking Tapas and a beer, of course, before getting an early night. 

 

Rather aptly, the hotel Brian had chosen had little number plaques outside each room that featured 

paintings of birds of the area. Ours was particularly appropriate. 

 



Day Four – November 3rd  

Up before dawn again, this morning we’d be hitting the Steppe between Trujillo and Caceres, looking 

for the classic species associated with this habitat.  

After a drive of around forty minutes, we reached the areas Brian had suggested we try. It was a 

beautiful, chilly morning and the scenery was open and vast as the sun rose. 

 

The place was alive with lark songs and calls, and my first lifer of the day was among them – 

Calandra Lark. This was swiftly followed by a magnificent, male, Great Bustard, strutting around in a 

roadside field. A lifer for me and much better views for Brian than his previous visit. 

  

The quick start was followed by a lull. Species diversity was low, even if numbers were high, and then 

I scored again with a flock of about a hundred Pin-tailed Sandgrouse.  

With a hankering to make the most of the day and not spend too much time in one place, we 

decided to go for a drive around, stopping to scan every now and again. It didn’t really produce 

anything new, so we headed to a bridge near the village of Monroy that was supposedly a site for 

Rock Sparrow – a potential lifer for me. We dipped the sparrow, but we did see an Egyptian 

Mongoose, which scuttled across the road in front of us. It instantly became Brian’s ‘Bird of the Day’! 



From here we made our way west, across country to a quarry near Almaraz, where Craig Mackay had 

tipped us off about a potential Eurasian Eagle Owl. We found the site easily, and located the nesting 

cave quite quickly, but there was no sign of an owl in it. Feeling slightly deflated, we decided to kill 

some time at the nearby Arracampo Reservoir complex, then return to the quarry for dusk and hope 

the owl might show then. 

Arracampo was very quiet. A Water Rail squealed but didn’t show, so Brian couldn’t add it to his 

Spanish list, but I did pull back on some plastic when he found a couple of Common Waxbills.  

We drove back to the quarry without any great sense of hope, given our track record, and made our 

way up to the point where we could view the nest cave. It was still empty.  

Again, the sun faded below the horizon, and our spirits began to follow it. Then, both of us heard 

something. It couldn’t be, could it? It was! Bubo Real! A Eurasian Eagle Owl was calling somewhere 

in front of us. We desperately scanned the quarry and looked again in the cave. Nothing. Then the 

calls became more frequent, and we could tell the bird was beyond the quarry. We walked up the hill 

towards the sound, stopping to scan and listen. Then we both picked up a huge shape gliding 

towards the pylon opposite us. It swept up and landed on the top, ear tufts erect and hooted. We 

were ecstatic. The light was poor and so are the photos but what a bird! Incredibly, it assumed an 

odd pose, cocking its tail and stretching out its neck, and a second owl swooped up and knocked it 

off its perch! A pair! The mongoose was immediately demoted to second place in the ‘Bird of the 

Day’ contest. Just, wow! 

 

We stayed in a roadside hotel near Almaraz, had a stupidly cheap dinner, and went to bed two 

incredibly happy birders. An un(Bubo)real experience!  



Day Five – November 4th  

Inevitably, our last day was upon us. We had a pre-dawn breakfast in the cafeteria attached to our 

hotel before returning to the plains to try again for the other Sandgrouse and anything else we might 

jam into.  

The morning was chilly, the sun was out, and the larks were ascending. We watched as a farmer 

drove out into the field in front of us to feed his cattle and celebrated as he flushed a flock of Black-

bellied Sandgrouse! Yet another lifer for me. 

We scanned for a while, watching a Merlin spectacularly chase down and catch a lark of some kind 

before deciding that we should head south, towards the airport, and stop off at the rice fields near 

Puebla del Callarin for one last spot of birding. 

 

After a slight misfire, we got onto the tracks between the fields, and some good birds began to 

appear. A Red Avadavat joined a flock of Common Waxbills, Common Snipe and Green Sandpipers 

took off from almost every field, a couple of Eurasian Hoopoes sat on the edge of a ditch, cranes 

bugled, and all was right with the world. Big groups of passerines were lifting out of the ditches, and I 

scored another plastic lifer – Yellow-crowned Bishop. We stopped at a nice-looking field corner and 

had a couple of Wood Sandpipers, a smart Bluethroat and a Water Pipit in quick succession. It had 

been great but, sadly, it was time to go home. 

We drove back to Sevilla, washed the worst of the mud off the hire car, returned it, sailed through 

customs, chucked some food over our necks, went to our gate, and hit our first snag of the whole 

trip. A delay to the flight of about forty-five minutes. Nothing to get too stressed about, and before 

we knew it, we were back in the cold and drizzle of Scotland and saying our goodbyes. 

Spain is a wonderful place, the birds are amazing, the food is great, and the people are super-

friendly. We’ll be back. 

137 Species seen or heard between us. 

Brian – 4 Lifers and 13 Spanish ticks. 

Pete – 21 Lifers. 



Systematic List of Species Recorded 

Greylag Goose Black-crowned Night Heron Black Redstart 

Egyptian Goose Western Cattle Egret Blue Rock Thrush 

Shelduck Grey Heron Common Stonechat 

Northern Shoveler Great Egret Black Wheatear 

Mallard Little Egret House Sparrow 

Teal Osprey Spanish Sparrow 

Marbled Duck Black-winged Kite Black-headed Weaver 

White-headed Duck Griffon Vulture Yellow-crowned Bishop 

Red-legged Partridge Cinereous Vulture Common Waxbill 

Little Swift Short-toed Snake-eagle Red Avadavat 

Great Bustard Booted Eagle White Wagtail 

Pin-tailed Sandgrouse Spanish Imperial Eagle Meadow Pipit 

Black-bellied Sandgrouse Bonelli’s Eagle Water Pipit 

Woodpigeon Eurasian Sparrowhawk Chaffinch 

Collared Dove Western Marsh Harrier Hawfinch 

Water Rail Hen Harrier Greenfinch 

Moorhen Red Kite Linnet 

Eurasian Coot Black Kite Goldfinch 

Red-knobbed Coot Common Buzzard Serin 

Purple Gallinule Eurasian Eagle-Owl Corn Bunting 

Common Crane Eurasian Hoopoe House Bunting 

Little Grebe Common Kingfisher  

Great Crested Grebe Great Spotted Woodpecker  

Greater Flamingo Common Kestrel  Mammals 

Oystercatcher Merlin  

Black-winged Stilt Monk Parakeet Egyptian Mongoose 

Pied Avocet Rose-ringed Parakeet Otter 

Northern Lapwing Iberian Grey Shrike Iberian Hare 

Grey Plover Eurasian Jay Rabbit 

Ringed Plover Iberian Magpie Red Fox 

Kentish Plover Common Magpie Red Deer 

Whimbrel Common Jackdaw  

Eurasian Curlew Carrion Crow  

Bar-tailed Godwit Common Raven  

Turnstone Blue Tit  

Red Knot Great Tit  

Curlew Sandpiper Eurasian Skylark  

Sanderling Thekla’s Lark  

Dunlin Crested Lark  

Little Stint Greater Short-toed Lark  

Common Snipe Calandra Lark  

Common Sandpiper Mediterranean Short-toed Lark  

Green Sandpiper Crag Martin  

Redshank Barn Swallow  

Wood Sandpiper Cetti’s Warbler  

Greenshank Long-tailed Tit  

Black-headed Gull Common Chiffchaff  

Audoin’s Gull Zitting Cisticola  

Lesser Black-backed Gull Eurasian Blackcap  

Yellow-legged Gull Sardinian Warbler  

Caspian Tern Dartford Warbler  

Sandwich Tern Common Firecrest  

Black Stork Spotless Starling  

White Stork Song Thrush  

Northern Gannet Common Blackbird  

Great Cormorant Eurasian Robin  

Glossy Ibis Bluethroat  

Eurasian Spoonbill Pied Flycatcher  
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