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Note: during the duration our trip much of Europe was gripped by some of the coldest weather 
for decades and southern France was no exception. Unusually, temperatures dropped to –8 
celsius at night and stayed below freezing during the day. A bitterly cold northerly wind blew, 
making it feel like minus –20 Celsius at times - it felt more like the Baltic than the Mediterranean! 

 

Friday 10 February 

After a trouble-free flight from Gatwick to Marseille we collected the minibuses and made 
excellent time driving from Marseille to the hotel near Arles.  Birds we found around the hotel 
included Sardinian Warbler, Black Redstart, Blackcap and our first sighting of a Greater 
Flamingo (flying over).  We soon headed out for the final hour of daylight.  Our destination was a 
rocky gorge just fifteen minutes from the hotel.  After a walk through olive groves and evergreen 
oaks and a short wait, we weren’t disappointed when our quarry, a superb Eagle Owl, flew in, 
perched on a crag and started calling!  Looking like a huge cat, his pale throat was very obvious 
when he puffed himself out to call. As the light faded we headed back to the hotel for our first 
sample of the wonderful food. 

 

Saturday 11 February 

With a good breakfast inside us, our first full day saw us looking for the bird specialities around 
Les Baux.  There was a nasty ‘mistral’ blowing and finding sheltered cliff faces was difficult, but 
we managed to find one and didn’t have to wait too long before a young male Blue Rock Thrush 
came into view.  After scanning for another hour it was decided to head up into the ‘old town’ for 
a warm drink. Here in the town we found a couple of very confiding Alpine Accentors. These 
‘mountain Dunnocks’ spend the winter in Les Baux before returning to the high mountaintops for 
the breeding season.  Also around the town were several Black Redstarts and some very showy 
Sardinian Warblers, a species which is normally very skulking - but the cold weather seemed to 
force many to perform well out in the open.  As we left the town and headed for the minibuses, a 
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couple of male Blue Rock Thrushes put on a superb show and as some of us were watching 
them, several group members managed brief views of a Wallcreeper.  Despite waiting for a 
short while we never saw the bird again and it was decided to leave cold and windy Les Baux 
and the full force of the icy mistral to head down to the lowlands!  

We lunched at Eyguieres and were joined by a wonderful mixed flock of Linnets and Serins 
feeding on seeds right alongside the vehicles.  With everybody replete we toured the airfield 
area and it didn’t take us long to locate some Little Bustards: first a group of three, and then a 
flock of about 45 birds. 

From here we travelled to Entressen and marvelled at the incredible ice formations on the banks 
of the lake. At the nearby disused rubbish dump (magnets for birds!) we saw several Crested 
Larks and a nice mixed flock of Linnets, Goldfinches, Reed Buntings, Meadow Pipits and 
Skylarks. There was a small, unfrozen stream here and it had attracted a Grey Heron, several 
Common Snipe and two fantastically close White Storks.  

Just around the corner at Mas Chauvet, we spent the last couple of hours birding the rough 
ground and adjacent fields. We had excellent views of a Southern Grey Shrike (our only sighting 
all week), and a very impressive flock of 130 Little Bustards! 

A gorgeous flock of ten Cirl Buntings fed in a recently seeded field and a cracking male Hen 
Harrier flew over. Other birds recorded here included: Great Egret, Merlin, Woodcock and a few 
large flocks of Skylarks (numbering about 400 in total!). 

 

Sunday 12 February 

Our day was spent touring sites around the Camargue, but due to the exceptional weather 
almost everywhere was frozen solid! 

It was a bitterly cold morning and we first stopped at Mas D’agon, but here the entire site was 
frozen and there was not a single bird.  We drove to La Capeliere and birded the roadside just 
approaching the reserve entrance; here we found a small group of Greater Flamingos huddled 
in a tiny unfrozen pool with a selection of ducks including Pochard, Mallard, Teal, Gadwall, 
Shoveler and Tufted Duck and a few wading birds including Curlew and Spotted Redshank.   

Large numbers of Great Egrets and Grey Herons sheltered from the wind behind hedges and 
we located a group of 23 Bewick’s Swans; they are not a common bird here in southern France 
and are likely to have been forced south due to the harsh conditions further north in Europe.   

At Mas Desiscles we succeeded in finding three superb adult Night Herons and a small group of 
Common Cranes fed in a roadside field. 

At the Petite Camargue the conditions had forced a Chiffchaff to join a flock of Water Pipits and 
White Wagtails feeding on the ice!  A single Glossy Ibis flew over which was followed moments 
later by a pair. With their dangling legs, long curved bill and strange flight, these birds really look 
prehistoric and rather sinister. We were amazed to find three stunning Purple Gallinules, 
normally very secretive, out in the open walking on the frozen drains in full view!  Large 
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numbers of Red-crested Pochards were flying around looking for open water and good numbers 
of Marsh Harriers quartered the reeds along with two superb male Hen Harriers. Coypus were 
everywhere, and in stubble fields just to the east we located a group of about a dozen Common 
Cranes and another two Glossy Ibis flew by. Whilst watching the cranes, two pale morph Booted 
Eagles appeared overhead and then one bird plunged and caught prey on the ice right in front 
of us! 

We lunched at the start of the track to Consecaniere, watching Avocets and flamingos feeding in 
tiny patches of unfrozen water.  With lunch finished we drove the rough track toward Etang de 
Consecaniere and were rewarded with amazingly close views of at least half a dozen Water 
Rails and a stunning adult Spoonbill sheltering in the reeds just a few metres away!  Like the 
Purple Gallinules earlier, the Water Rails had been forced out into the open due to the freezing 
weather.  Other birds seen here included a flock of 15 Crested Larks and a variety of wading 
birds including Grey Plovers, Dunlin, Redshank and Curlew. 

Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer was our next stop to find a cafe for a welcome hot drink, and a walk 
along the seafront produced many Yellow-legged Gulls, Sandwich Terns and a flock of 
approximately 30 Great crested Grebes sheltering in the harbour. We returned to the Petite 
Camargue for the last hour of daylight where the wind had dropped and it was rather pleasant.  
The undoubted highlight was a very showy Great Bittern performing wonderfully well for us out 
in the open on the ice. On a roadside bank as we returned to the hotel was yet another Glossy 
Ibis. This bird was roosting and gave incredibly close views.  
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Monday 13 February 

A slight improvement in the weather (less cold and less windy) saw us exploring the dry, stony, 
arid-looking region of La Crau and our first port of call was Vergieres.  Red-legged Partridges 
were found upon arrival and then several groups of Little Bustards were located, their wings 
looking ‘Persil white’ when the birds flew. 

We searched for and found at least 15 Pin-tailed Sandgrouse, and although none were seen on 
the ground, one or two were seen early enough to give excellent views in flight. Hunting over 
this flat landscape were both Merlin and Peregrine. From here we headed out onto La Crau 
itself to look for Calandra Larks and we saw yet another group of about 10 Little Bustards, many 
hundreds of Skylarks but unfortunately no Calandras. 

After lunch, as the wind had decreased even more, we decided to head back up to Les Baux.  
The main cliff here was much more sheltered than on our first visit and was bathed in sunshine. 
It didn’t take us long to locate a cracking Wallcreeper.  We all enjoyed prolonged views as the 
bird fed on the cliff face and even sat motionless enjoying the sunshine.  Joining the 
Wallcreeper for a short time was a female Blue Rock Thrush.  Like the Alpine Accentors, 
Wallcreepers descend from their high mountain breeding grounds to winter in much lower and 
more accessible locations.  With everybody having had their fill of Wallcreeper we headed back 
up into the town for ‘seconds’ of the ridiculously tame Alpine Accentors. This time three birds 
were found, giving everybody wonderful opportunities to take some superb photos, and another 
incredibly showy male Sardinian Warbler fed right out in the open just before we left the town. 
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Tuesday 14 February 

We had an early breakfast and then set off inland to Mont Ventoux. The highlight of the drive 
was a brief Hoopoe that flew low over the minibuses.  On our arrival on Ventoux at 1400m it 
was apparent that the weather had changed dramatically - it was wonderful!  There wasn’t a 
breath of wind and the views were incredible.  The first bird we found around Chalet Reynard 
was a young male Crossbill - he was sitting atop a pine tree, singing away.  We took a short 
walk and it didn’t take long to locate both Coal and Marsh Tits, Siskins and about a dozen 
superb Crested tits, some showing exceptionally well.  Brief views were obtained of both 
Hawfinch and Short-toed Treecreeper around the car park.  We decided to try slightly higher up 
the mountain and drove as far as the snow barrier and had another short walk.  A distant group 
of Fieldfares were located on the hillside and with them was a surprise: a male Ring Ouzel!  
Everybody enjoyed ‘scope-views’ as the bird fed beneath the ski-lift. Whilst watching the Ring 
Ouzel, a stonking brick-red adult male Crossbill sang from a nearby pine tree.  Also here were 
Ravens, a male Hen Harrier, yet more Marsh Tits and our first Nuthatch.  We lunched ‘al fresco’ 
for the first time in the week on the benches at Chalet Raynard, but not before we had had 
excellent views of a couple of bright yellow Citril Finches - the combination of the snow and blue 
skies making them look fantastic!  Just as we were finishing lunch a third Citril Finch appeared 
and sat sunning himself in a tree for five minutes.We descended the mountain a short way and 
tried to find Black Woodpeckers, unfortunately without any success, but we did find a huge flock 
of Chaffinches feeding on beech mast, at least two more Nuthatches, and lots of newly-
emerged Stinking Hellibores. 

Our final hour on Ventoux was spent having a leisurely stroll through the mixed woodland before 
heading back to the hotel for yet another awesome meal! 
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Wednesday 15 February 

Much milder weather was arriving and we decided to travel back to the Camargue for the day.  
Our first stop was the Petite Camargue where we located c15 Common Cranes in roadside 
fields, and many birds were starting to look happier in the more pleasant conditions.  Chiffchaffs 
flitted about in the tamarisk bushes and a flock of c100 Red-crested Pochards fed with Coot and 
Mute Swans on an area of open water.  

At the Petite Camargue visitors centre we had a wander around the visitor trails and 
boardwalks; here we saw several Marsh Harriers quartering the reeds, groups of Teal and 
Shoveler. As we headed south to the Camargue proper, another group of Common Cranes - 
about 10 in number - flew over the road, and several White Storks fed in a ploughed field.  

Just north of Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer we located a group of Greater Flamingos feeding in a 
roadside pool, including two colour-ringed birds, We have received life histories of both birds 
and neither have been seen away from the Camargue (where they were both ringed as 
nestlings), but both were over 30 years old! (AND was ringed in 1977 and XNF was ringed in 
1981). 

Lunch was taken along the track to Consecaniere and around the sluice here was a small group 
of Meadow Pipits and a single calling Cetti’s Warbler.  Where a small stream entered a larger 
lake a group of Black headed Gulls had gathered, and with them was a young Common Gull 
and 4 absolutely stunning Slender-billed Gulls.  As we returned along the track to the main road 
we had prolonged views of a cracking Cetti’s Warbler right out in the open feeding in a ditch.  In 
a nearby area of cut reed we were able to watch another Great Bittern feeding in full view for 
about 10 minutes!  Piemanson was our next stop but the wind had increased dramatically to 
near gale force, and birding became very difficult (almost impossible!).  On the salt pans and 
mud flats we managed to find 3 lovely Kentish Plovers, Little Stint, Dunlin and Ringed Plover.  
Good numbers of Greater Flamingos were here, presumably pushed off the freshwater sites 
due to the weather, and they gave some superb views as they were right along the roadsides.  
With the increasingly poor conditions we tried a couple of less exposed sites near La Capeliere 
for Bearded and Penduline Tits but unfortunately were unsuccessful.  

 

Thursday 16 February 

A late breakfast was enjoyed and it was time to say ‘goodbye’ to the hotel for another year and 
leave for the return journey to Marseille.  We stopped again at Entressen on the way and added 
a Green Sandpiper to our trip list.  We had a final coffee and then made our way to the airport 
before boarding our flight and arriving back in Gatwick half an hour early. 
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Systematic List of birds seen in Southern France 10 – 16 February 2012 

Great Crested Grebe – 30 at Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer on 12/02, with singles in the Camargue 
on two other dates. 

Little Grebe – very few seen due to the frozen conditions, but looking completely out of place 
was a bird walking about on the ice nowhere near any open water - an incredible sight.  

Great Cormorant – a few flocks seen daily, mainly flying over. 

Great Bittern – one walked around on the ice in full view in the Petite Camargue on 12/02 and 
at least one other bird was seen here. Another bird fed in an area of cut reed, also out in the 
open, at Consecaniere on 15/02. 

Black crowned Night Heron – three adults were seen at Mas Desiscles on 12/02. 

Grey Heron – common even in the ‘dry’ areas. 

Little Egret –small numbers seen daily. 

Great White Egret – far more numerous than little egret, with several groups of 20 or 30 birds 
seen. 

Cattle Egret – just three sightings of individuals seen with livestock from the minibuses. 

White Stork – seen in small numbers most days. 

Glossy Ibis – ten individuals seen at four sites on the two dates we visited the Camargue, 
either singularly or in twos. 
 
Eurasian Spoonbill – an adult at Consecaniere on 12/02 was sheltering out of the wind just a 
few metres from the minibuses! 

Greater Flamingo – seen in small numbers on the days we visited the Camargue. 

Mute Swan – good numbers seen on the few patches of open water in the Camargue 

Bewick’s Swan – 23 at La Capeliere on 12/02. 

Greylag Goose – three small flocks totalling 25 birds were seen at Consecaniere and 
Piemason on 15/02. 

Common Shelduck – small numbers seen in the brackish areas in the Camargue. 

Mallard – small numbers seen in the Camargue. 

Gadwall – seen on the two dates we visited the Camargue, numbering about 20 birds in total. 

Common Teal – small numbers seen in the Camargue. 

Northern Pintail – a female at Saintes-Maries-de-Mer on 12/02 was our only sighting. 

Northern Shoveler – several small groups seen on two dates in the Camargue. 
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Red-crested Pochard  – c150 in the Petite Camargue on 12/02 and the 15/02. 

Tufted Duck – one with Pochard at La Capeliere on 12/02. 

Common Pochard – 4 at La Capeliere on 12/02. 

Red Kite – seen almost daily in small numbers. 

Booted Eagle – 2 pale morph birds seen in the Petite Camargue on 12/02. 

Eurasian Marsh Harrier – common in the Camargue. 

Hen Harrier – ones and twos seen on four dates; almost all males. 

Eurasian Sparrowhawk – singles almost daily. 

Common Buzzard – seemingly everywhere, everyday! 

Merlin – three birds seen on two dates. 

Kestrel – seen almost daily 

Peregrine – singles on two dates. 

Red-legged Partridge – c10 seen at Vergieres on 13/02. 

Common Pheasant – singles seen on two dates. 

Water Rail – another species that we saw amazingly well due to the frozen conditions, with at 
least 6 out in full view at Consecaniere on 12/02. 

Common Moorhen – seen in small numbers in the Camargue. 

Common Coot – seen in small numbers in the Camargue. 

Purple Gallinule – three birds seen extremely well in the Petite Camargue on 12/02 and one 
found dead there on 15/02. 

Common Crane – several small groups (c50 birds in total) seen in roadside fields on two dates, 
but the largest flock was 70 birds in roadside stubble as we travelled to Piemanson on 15/02. 

Little Bustard – seen in good numbers on our two visits to the Crau, by far the largest flock was 
c130 birds on 11/02. 

Pied Avocet – small numbers (c10 birds in total) at Consecaniere on 12/02 and 15/02. 

Northern Lapwing – small flocks seen on three dates. 

Grey Plover – three on brackish pools at Consecaniere on 12/02 and a similar number on the 
salt pans at Piemanson on 15/02. 

Common Ringed Plover – one at Piemanson on 15/02. 

Kentish Plover – three at Piemanson on 15/02. 
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Dunlin – c20 at Consecaniere on 12/02 with c200 there on 15/02 and a small flock at 
Piemanson on the same date. 

Little Stint – two with dunlin at Piemanson on 15/02. 

Turnstone – one on the seafront at Saintes-Maries-de-la-Mer on 12/02. 

Common Redshank – small numbers seen at Consecaniere and Piemanson. 

Spotted Redshank – one at La Capelliere on 12/02 and one at Consecaniere on 15/02. 

Green Sandpiper – a single at Entressen on 16/02. 

Eurasian Curlew – small groups seen at several sites in the Camargue on 12/02 and 15/02. 

Black-tailed Godwit – two flocks of about a dozen birds seen flying over the Petite Camargue 
on 12/02 and again on 15/02. 

Eurasian Woodcock – one on the roadside at Entressen on 11/02. 

Common Snipe – ones and twos seen on three dates. 

Black-headed Gull – common in the Camargue. 

Yellow-legged Gull – common. 

Common Gull – two young birds (1st winters) in the Camargue on 15/02. 

Slender-billed Gull – 4 stunning adults were at Consecaniere on 15/02. 

Sandwich Tern – six on the seafront at Saintes-Maries-de-La-Mer on 12/02. 

Pin-tailed Sandgrouse – eighteen at Vergieres on 12/02. 

Feral Pigeon – common. 

Stock Dove – one seen on 12/02. 

Wood Pigeon – small numbers seen most days. 

Collared Dove – common. 

Eurasian Eagle Owl – a single male at one of our sites on the evening of 10/02. 

Hoopoe – one flew over the toll road as we headed toward Mount Ventoux on 14/02. 

Skylark – large numbers seen around the Crau including several flocks of over 400 birds! 

Crested Lark – small numbers seen at several sites on three dates. 

Meadow Pipit – common. 

Water Pipit – about 10 in the Petite Camargue on 12/02 and 15/02. 
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White Wagtail – ones and twos seen daily. 

Grey Wagtail – singles seen on two dates. 

Winter Wren – just three sightings! 

Dunnock – singles on three dates. 

Alpine Accentor –two in the town at Les Baux on 11/02 and then three there on 13/02. 

European Stonechat – three sightings of singles on three dates. 

European Robin – singles at many sites on five dates. 

Black Redstart – singles and the odd pair at many sites daily. 

Blue Rock Thrush – three at Les Baux on 11/02 and two there 13/02. 

Mistle Thrush – two seen as we descended Mount Ventoux on 14/02 

Fieldfare – large numbers seen on Mount Ventoux on 14/02 and small numbers on two other 
dates elsewhere. 

Song Thrush – singles seen daily at many sites. 

Common Blackbird – common, seen daily. 

Ring Ouzel – a male with fieldfares on Mount Ventoux on 14/02. 

Cetti’s Warbler – very few sightings due to the poor conditions.  Only one was heard in the 
Camargue on 12/02 and one showed well at Consecaniere on 15/02 with a couple more heard 
that day. 

Common Chiffchaff – a single looking very sorry for itself in the Petite Camargue on the 12/02 
feeding on the ice with pipits and wagtails, and several more also there on 15/02 looking much 
happier in the milder conditions. 

Blackcap – daily seen around the hotel and ones and twos seen elsewhere most days. 

Sardinian Warbler – ones and twos seen at a few sites and due to the cold weather actually 
showing very well at times! 

Crested Tit – about 15 seen well on Mount Ventoux on 14/02. 

Blue Tit – ones and twos seen at several sites. 

Coal Tit – only seen on Mount Ventoux. 

.Marsh Tit – about a dozen seen on Mount Ventoux on 14/02. 

Great Tit – common. 

Long-tailed Tit – several groups seen on 14/02 and 15/02. 
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Eurasian Nuthatch – three at Mount Ventoux on 14/02. 

Wallcreeper – one was seen briefly at Les Baux on 11/02 and one performed wonderfully there 
on 13/02. 

Short-toed Treecreeper – one seen briefly on Mount Ventoux on 14/02. 

Southern Grey Shrike – one bird showed well in the Crau on 11/02. 

Eurasian Jay – brief views of several birds on two dates. 

Eurasian Magpie – common. 

Common Raven – six were seen at Mount Ventoux on 14/02. 

Rook – two small groups seen on 11/02 and 14/02 were our only sighting. 

Carrion Crow – common. 

Eurasian Jackdaw – common. 

Common Starling – common. 

House Sparrow – common. 

Eurasian Tree Sparrow – up to six seen daily around the hotel 

Chaffinch – common almost everywhere but by far the biggest group was a large flock on 
Mount Ventoux that must have numbered well over 500. 

European Goldfinch – small numbers seen at quite a few sites. 

European Greenfinch – ones and twos seen on two dates. 

Eurasian Linnet – common and like Chaffinches, some good-sized flocks. 

European Serin – ones and twos flying over several sites and a lovely flock of 30 birds with 
linnets at Eyguieres airfield on 11/02. 

Citril Finch – at least three seen superbly well at Mount Ventoux on 14/02. 

Crossbill – at least eight birds seen at Mount Ventoux on 14/02 including two singing males. 

Reed Bunting – small numbers on three dates.  

Corn Bunting – our only sighting was four birds on wires at the hotel on 13/02. 

Cirl Bunting – ten birds showed well with feeding chaffinches in a recently seeded field at Mas 
Chauvet on 11/02. 

Other Fauna of Interest 

Brown Hare – three at Eyguieres airfield on 11/02.; Coypu – seemingly everywhere in the 
Camargue in huge numbers.;  Red squirrel – one seen briefly on 13/02. 


