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SUNDAY 28™ FEBRUARY & Sunp spells and 11C in Bare2l6@dn mountains

Our long first day started at 0530 in Gatwick Airport North Terminal for the 0730 flight to Barcelona
which departed bang on time, arriving just over 90 minutes later to sunshine and pleasant
temperaturesWe met with our local guide Carles and quickly collected our minibus, before
proceeding straight to the Llobregat Delta on the outskirts of the airport where it is possible to kick
start the trip list with a good variety of wetland species. The mostwatiy sighting as we made

our way along the main canal towards the reserve entrance, were the large nurdvagsdartins
feeding over the water and adjacent re@ttgere were probably hundreds on the area, mixed with a
few Barn Swallows, Sand Martiasd House Martins, and we enjoyed some superb views. Common
Chiffchaff, Blackcap, Common Stonechat &utdopean Serinwere seen along the 1km walk towards
the hides, and a dralkeed Crested Pochardvas roosting at the reed edge with Northern Shovelers.
At the main hide, a spread of ducks included many Common Teal and Common Pochard, Gadwall
and a couple of wade@sCommon Snipe andlattle -ringed Plover. Carles spotted hittle Bittern ,

the first of the spring, skulking at the reed edge and another waime flew low past the hide. Our
main target was Moustached Warbler, and we spent some time checking a favoured spot, but we
di dndt e \o&nme waseat reallyoom eur side and we reluctantly had to move on. Three
Great White Egrets, Marsh HarrierRing-necked Parakeet and for soreeyopean Hoopoewere

seen on the walk back.

With lunch on the hoof, we headed off around Barcelona, heading north towards the town of Berga
and eventually on to the village of Baga, about 90 minutes drive. The higilitiig way, for those

on the left hand side of the bus, was a spectacular pair of dispByong e | | i riglstbyEh@ g | e s
motorway as we crossed a gofigtonking views but unfortunately, no way of stopping without so

much as a hard shoulder! A coupgi€ommon Buzzards were also noted by the time we reached

Baga, and took a minor road which wound for 20km up into the Pyrenees. The temperatures dropped
about 0.5C per kilometre, and it waslow freezing at the top, where many feet of snow lay all
aroundand the wind was whipping the powder across the road, closing the top section of the

mountain pass. A Fieldfare and a couple of Greenfinches were not what we expected to find at 1700m
elevation, but thankfully the bird we had come here to see was alssidlencé Snow Finch! This
notoriously difficult to find mountain specialist is keen to head to the highest crags at the first sign of
spring thaw, so we were lucky that yesterdays fresh snowfalls had kept theré dspectacular

flock of at least 71 ewe feeding by the road, and we spent some time scoping them much to
everyoneds delight! Eventually dageatsightpaadéd f | i ght
somewhat by the javdropping scenery in the background. From here we drove directiyrto
accommodation, three hours to the west, near the town of Huesca, where we arrived tired and ready
for dinner at 2000.

Snow Fiches, Baga
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MONDAY 29™ FEBRUARY 3 Sunny strong winds, 10C

We kicked off early this morning with a very chilly pbeeakfast walk in Arbanies, where we

enjoyed spectacular views towards the Sierra de Guarra,-sapped after the recent flurries and
sporting several kettles &urasian Griffon Vultureseven this early in the day, thermalling high
above. The strange anlike call of &Southern Grey Shrikecould be heard across the fields, and
eventually we spotted the culprit before it flew off high to the west. As we walked back up the track,
the sun was getting up and small birds were just starting to waké @pmmon linnet, Eurasian

Siskin, Song Thrush and Corn Bunting all being noted, along with a Eurasian Sparrov#peil&ss
Starlings, gathering on the rooftops of the village prior to their days activities, were a nice addition
before breakfast.

Ouir first destinaton for the morning was Los Mallos de Riglos, the spectacular sandstone peaks in
the prePyrenees so well photographed and of course popular with climbers and birdwatchers alike.
Thankfully there were no climbers at all today, and we had the place tdvasdapart from all the

Griffon Vultures of course! These birds were well into their breeding cycle, gathering nest material
and swooping in above us to their chosen ledges where we could get superb views of them through a
scopeA big surprise came ié form of siBlack Storksdrifting north, struggling into the strong

winds on the final leg of their spring migratidrhe first time we have recorded this species on the

tour. In the village gardens, Blackcap was the commonest bird, and we alsoesaBardinian

Warblers before we reached the rocky path behind the chapel Alpine Accentorscalled, and

flew off the cliffs, dropping away below us towards the back of the houses. BlualRock Thrush
popped up on a shed roof, and this proved tdhesfitst of at least three seen around the site. The sun
was on the cliffs and it looked set up nicely for our target bird, the ever elusive Wallcreeper, but try
as we might, we couldn6t find one. We scoured ev
happening, so we continued on along the cliffs hoping for better viedpioe Accentor. One

popped up right in front of us, and proved incredibly confiding, and in the end we took so many
photos we just had to walk off and leave it! The track back alea¢pwer edge took us back to the
chapel, and from here four of us decided to walk up the valley a short way in the other direction to
scan the cliffs again. Bartford Warbler scolded and flitted around the low scrub, and several
Redwings exploded outfahe Juniper bushes on the slope. Again, the cliffs were cast in sun and

|l ooked a good bet, but our patient scanning was
pronounced that he had\Wallcreeper! Frustratingly, it was almost immediately lost towié how

could it just disappear on an open rock face? We dug in and scanned harder, and eventually it was
picked up again and this time we were able to watch it with a scope for ten minutes od more

stunning bird!

A S

‘Mallos de Riglos

Oriole Birding 205 Pyrenees & Steppes



Heading further north along the valley, we stopped for lunch overlooking the river where many more
Griffon Vultures were cruising overhead [including one which landed right next to the road!] but we
didndét not e any tCtag Maginsnso #teea welboma coféee dtop at the next town,
Puente la Reina de Jaca, we headed on up the beautiful Hecho Valley. Our journey along this road
came to an abrupt halt with the appearance of a large raptor over the low hillside to odraight
Lammergeier Rulling off the road, we were able to enjoy just amazing views of the bird as it circled
low over our head8it appeared to be in its third calendar year and was sporting a set of wing tags.
To put the tin lid well and truly on the sighting, a subad@iblden Eaglestooped down from the

clouds and grapptewith the Lammergeier right before our eyeésjaw-dropping stufflA Peregrine

which cruised along the ridge was our ninth raptor species of the day, which soon became ten as a
little further on, aBlack Kite was low over the roadthe first of half a dozen or so heading north
during the afternoon. As we passed the village of Siresa, and on towards the start of the road to
Gabardito, a party of about twenfged-billed Choughswere feeding right beside thieadd a

fantastic sight, and sound! Wind became a real problem along this road though, it was funnelling
through the valley and gusting so strongly that it was difficult to get out and bird. Nevertheless,
exploring the start of the Gabardito road produaegarty of about seveéfiawfinch, including a

female which settled in a bare tree right next to our vehicle affording everyone great views. The
journey back down the valley produce®ipoper, just south of Hecho, and one or two mBlack

Kites, but then t wasa straight drive back towards Huesca, which took around 1,5mmd our final

stop of the day at Embalse de Sotonera.

This site is primarily known for its gatherings of Common Cranes, often numbering many thousands,
staging here before they crose thyrenees. Arriving at the village of Montmesa, it was another flock
of birds that caused an impromptu stop thougibne hundredRock Sparrowson a set of telegraph
wires!!! What a sight, and in beautiful evening light &s®t off nicely by a ringtalifen Harrier

cruising across the field behind thefsecond Hen Harrier, a male this time, drifted in across the
fields, presumably going to roost in the reedbeds, but there was no sign of anydavhees were

they all? We decided to take another trackund the edge of the village and out across the

agricultural fields, picking up Black Redstartalong the way, and here we found many thousands of
Common Cranes silently sheltering from the wind along the leeward edge of the bushes by the lake
shored agreat sight and nice way to end a productive day in Aragon!

TUESDAY $"MARCH 8 Sunshine and light winds, 13C

Our birding day today was centred around the town of Huesca, where we enjoyed a great selection of
birds from the mountains to wetlands tifis varied terrainFirst up was the rocky gorge at Vadiello,
where we hoped to get some closer viewd/aficreeper at one of its favoured wintering locations.

We pulled up at the first quarry, which was beautifully cast in morning sun, and there flicking it
crimson wings on the rock face was our target!!
photographing and observing this awesome bird at point blank range in the base of the quarry,
frequently extracting large grubs from the thin soil betwdle rocks, and making long twisting

sallies down to the rocks just in front of usGalden Eagledrifting low overhead struggled to divert

our attention!Eurasian Griffon Vultures were plentiful along the valley, and it was about one

kilometre further éong the road that we achieved our next target for thedaynagnificent full

adult Lammergeier The bird floated along the ridge and landed on a rock in thé wenwere able

to watch it through the scope for ten minutes or more, before its matedinftand we watched

them both head off low along the top of the hilFikecrestwas belting out its song from the hillside
bushes behind us, and soon we were watching this stunning little gem flitting around in a dead tree
right in front of us. It was ttning into quite a morning! We drove as far as the dam, where we added

a niceShort-toed TreecreeperaRed Squirreland a couple of Greapotted Woodpeckers, as well

as more views of the same paiLammergeies. AnotherWallcreeper flew right across tk valley

and onto the cliffs at the far sideve were doing well for them!
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Next stop was near Quicena, and it vasprisingly calm and warm up at the ruined Castillo of
Montearagon, a stunning spot with spectacular vieMthe snowcapped Sierra de Gua to the

north. Our main target bird here was the locali&dck Wheatear, found only on south facing

slopes of the Pyrenees and becoming scarcer with every year that passes. Thankfully this site is still
reliable, and surenough we found two or three birds easily enough among the rocks on the sunny
slop east of the castle.Blue Rock Thrushwas also seen, and a paibDafrtford Warblers were

rooting around among the scrubby bushes on the slope bBpthe parking area,ir of Thekla

Larks were feeding and we had some informative views of them, their-bteekked chests looking
particularly obvious, apart from the giveaway of the terrain of course. Coffee was the next important
stop of the day, and gave us a renewsaktus to crack on south to our next location.

Sarinena Lake is a large freshwater wetland fringed by reeds, which offers the chance to see one or
two species typical of these habitats sucliPaeaduline Tit, four of which showed extremely well

just as westarted down the track, in bushes right beside our van. Many Marsh Harriers were over the
reedbed, including several birds in full display, and we also managed a few glinfygagyof

Cisticola. Fromthe hide,@e t t i 0 s shdwhed vell and a fantastimaleBearded Titpopped

up right in front, while out on the water a couple of Northern Pintails were added. Other than a few
White Storks and a couple dattle Egretsin the general area, there was not much else to be found,
so we headed back up to Heesand the small reserve at Alberca de LoYetder Pipit was

extremely common here, and there we many Common StoneChessed Larks Song Thrushes
andEuropean Serinaround. AGreen Sandpipewas picking along the shore, and over the fields
behind, tiree large flocks @ommon Cranegassed by, bugling as they weémo doubt heading

towards Emblase de Sotonera.

Our final stop of the day was near Loporzano, where we had good views of a niceRedidfed
Choughsfeeding in arable fields by theadside, and Beregrinedrifted low overhead. We tried a

site for Eagle Owl without any luck, but scanning the rocks was a bit like looking for a needle in a
haystack anyway! We headed back to Arbanies for an earlier finish aroundith&3ast couplef

days had caught up with everyone this afternoon!

WEDNESDAY 2'° MARCH 8 Sunny spells and showers, 10C
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A windy day today as we headed north to the town of Jaca and on to the ski station at Astun, just on
the border with France. There was plenty of sraw ound at t hi s el evation, t
cold in this sheltered spot where we were able to easily locate our target shatpase Chough.

There were at least thirty around the ski resort car park, and with a little encouragement they came
to pick up crumbs just a few feet away from us. At least half a ddparme Accentorswere also

resting on the roof of the restaurant, no doubt waiting to come down and pick up scraps around the
tables too. Of course at this altitude there were no otleistaround at all, so we quickly made our

way back down into the lower elevations of the valley below, near Canfranc. We made a stop along
the river here, seeing bolbipper and Grey Wagtail, and then at the far endhaf town another

short stop producedallinglberian Green Woodpeckerand overhead, a stunning adult
Lammergeierwhich flew low above us.

Alpine Chough, Astun

Nearby in the town of Jaca, we stopped by the small park for coffee [and tapas!] before exploring

around a bid European Serinsvere singing everywhere and in the park itself, a daz#ingcrest

was flitting around, twoCrested Tits performed well and &hort-toed Treecreepemwas also

present. Afterwards, we headed south of the town and took the minor road up to Oroel, pdtad to

mountain heavily dusted with snow and clad with pine forest, where we hoped to find Black
Woodpecker. We tried hard, but coul dndt even hea
with a huge flock of around one hundred Goldcrests, se@eeaited Tits, Coal Tit,Firecrest,

Eurasian Siskin and tw@ommon Crossbillswhich perched nicely in the treetops. From here, we
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decided to spend a bit of time checking spots east of Sabinanigo for Citril Finch, a species we have
consistently struggled to findn these trips [mainly due to the time of year, as well as their relative
scarcity]. Carles knew a spot where f®Qrr had
Bunting and a nice aduEgyptian Vulture overhead were some compensation.

The jouney back through Monrepos pass afforded spectacular views back north into the high
Pyrenees and Ordesa National Park, and another quick stop along the road here for a false alarm
possible Rock Bunting, produced absolutely stonking views of an &aildten Eaglecruising past.
There were severBlack Kitesmoving singly and in small groups, north through the valley, for the
remainder of the afternoahthe vanguards of the spring migration. Our final stop of the day was
about 6 miles off the motorway atdlSalto de Roldan viewpoint, and when passing a small finca on
this winding road, we found a large mixed flock of Yellowhammer, Corn Bu@@iriddunting,

Crested Lark, Common Linnet anBuropean Serirfeeding in the farmyard. At the watchpoint

itself, itwas incredibly windy, and so our planned vigil to look for raptors was cut somewhat short.
We arrived back wearily into Arbanies around 1830 after another full day in the field.

THURSDAY 3 MARCH 8 Strong winds and sunshine, 10C

We departed straight féer breakfast this morning and made the 90 minute journey south to the
steppes of Belchite, soutbast of Zaragoza. We arrived at the SEO reserve at EI PLaneron around

0930, and began our first search for its specialitydirdh e Dupont 6 ik ardk asr tdhaeho

Spaniards call it! This supskulker specialises in the short tussocky saline grasslands of this

dramatic steppe area, but boy is it hard to find! The strong winds were going to make our task doubly

difficult, but in any case there were mawther great birds to look for here too. In factalden
Eagleflew low over the track as we turned into the reserve, and at our first stopping place
overlooking the grasslands, we enjoyed ace views ofCaitndraandLesser Shorttoed Larks.
These spees, along withThekla Lark, were very common throughout the reserve and their songs
were a constant backdrop to our birding. We thought that we caught a couple of snatches of

Dupont s song on the wind, but c ohet Apafytof see anyt

Common Craneswere resting in a marshy area, looking splendid in the morning sunshine, and
shortly after twoBlack-bellied Sandgrousdlew by and around our vehicle. Trying another spot for
the lark, the winds seemed to be getting worsd we were getting nowhere, but a pairStbne

Curlew flushed from the side of the track and gave super flight views as they headed across the track

and away. We had several sightingséleh Harrier, involving at least two possibly three birds, one of
which was a fine mak®a really productive two hours despite no sign of our target.
PR Y T3 BT AR :
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Common Cranes, El Planeron
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We decided to break off from EI Planeron and head into the town of Lecera for coffee and a toilet
break, at our motel accommodation. We wereeabl drop our luggage in the rooms which was

useful, before heading out for the afternoon to Los Monegros, a vast area of cultivated steppe south of
the town of Bujaraloz. It took about an hour to get here via the toll motorway, and soon we arrived at

a freshwater pond at the edge of the town where a number of waterbirds could be seen. These
included Common Greenshank, Green &idod Sandpipers, a Common Kingfisher, Grey Wagtail
andWater Pipit . Heading south, our next target was the small populatioGi&at Bustardsthat

are clinging on in this area, and thankfully we picked the right track and it took only five minutes to

find them! We could see five, but taking another track in order to close the distance, we could see
twenty two! Wow! What a fantasticsight, to find a flock here this bijit was certainly a big chunk

of the entire population which comprises only 116l pairs. We stayed in the vehicle so as not to

disturb them, and then turned around and headed back to the main road. We continued otistowa
Laguna la Playa, a large salt lagoon, and in the stony fields around we had superb views of several
Black-bellied Sandgrousé r om t he roadsi de. There were quite
find any Pintailed among thenRed-billed Choughswere pretty common, often to be found

prospecting the derelict farm buildings, quite unlike the kind of terrain we would expect to find

them in in Britain. Over the distant ridge, two large raptors appeared, struggling into the wind and
heading straight towards usd they wereEgyptian Vultures, a nice bonus indeed and clearly on

migration. After spending some time exploring further south unsuccessfully, we decided that with

the afternoon wearing on, we would head back to El Planeron for another try atithe la

Great Bustards, Los Monegros

Our route took us down across the Rio Ebro, and we picked up roa8sisteern Grey Shrike,

Great White Egret and another superb aduGolden Eaglehunting a low ridge close by. We made a

short stop in the town of Quird for toilets, and ten minutes later we were back at the reserve. It was

still extremely windyd the Black-bellied Sandgrouséhad settled in a stony field near the entrance,

and afforded super viewsswve had done really well with this species today. Trimge spots with a

park and listen tactic, we heard nothing but wind aloelsser Shorttoed Larks[which we had great

views of!] and of cours@alandra Larkséni ce birds, but not quite the
defeat, and headed back to the accamationd it had been a very long day indeed.
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