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Friday 17 February 2017 

After a slight delay due to fog we landed at Marseille airport. With minibus formalities 

taken care of, it was just a one hour drive to our picturesque hotel just outside Arles. 

The hotel staff were there to greet us and folk had time to check into their rooms and 

acquaint themselves before we enjoyed a late afternoon stroll around the rural grounds. 

We recorded what would be familiar birds during our week such as Black Redstarts, 

White Wagtails, Sardinian and Fan-tailed Warblers. The highlight though were the 

large numbers of Cattle Egrets feeding with the sheep. 

 

Sunset from our hotel by tour participant Jeff Smith 

Saturday 18 February 2017 

It was a cool but sunny morning and our first stop was at Vergieres, just a 15 minute 

drive from the hotel. This small and stony part of La Crau is excellent for the 'dry' 

species of the region and it didn’t disappoint. We soon located a pair of stunning Stone 

Curlews sunning themselves, a flyover Richard’s Pipit and several Southern Grey 

Shrikes - quite distinct from their close cousins, Great Grey Shrikes. A distant Little 

Bustard was carefully stalked and we eventually had good views of this endangered 

species. With the smell of Thyme underfoot and the plaintive song of Crested Larks 

above us, it was a very pleasant way to spend a few hours. 
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We had only moved a few kilometres along the road before a pale morph Booted Eagle 

flew right over us! 

 

Booted Eagle by tour participant Jeff Smith 

With temperatures by now rising to short-sleeves weather we headed out on to the vast 

expanse of La Crau. En-route, a few of us had brief views of a splendid male Cirl 

Bunting but it flew off before the rest of the group could lay eyes on it. Once out on La 

Crau, we were rewarded with a super flock of about 80 Calandra Larks. They were 

very active with lots of territorial behaviour witnessed including several birds singing 

right over our heads! In France, this species only occurs in La Crau region and we saw 

a high percentage of the national population. While watching the larks, a Peregrine was 

spotted as it harassed a flock of Lapwings that were flying high above us but, fortunately 

for these birds, it was unsuccessful in its pursuit. 

Nearby at Mas Chauvet two Richard’s Pipits were found in the short grassy fields and 

a very showy Fan-tailed Warbler sang from a bramble bush. Three Woodlarks flushed 

from the roadside gave frustratingly brief views. 

Late afternoon saw us up in Les Alpilles, at the rocky citadel of Les Baux. After a bit of 

searching we located a stunning Wallcreeper and were able to enjoy watching this 

beautiful species for over an hour. We also enjoyed good views of four Crag Martins 
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hunting insects overhead, Sardinian Warblers, Firecrest, Crested Tits and the 

beautiful Giant Orchids that were just beginning to flower. As we returned to the 

vehicles, we were lucky enough to spot another Wallcreeper, although the views were 

more distant than the previous beauty. 

 

Wallcreeper by tour participant Alex Barclay 

Sunday 19 February 2017 

Another glorious day greeted us and under clear blue skies we spent the morning and 

early afternoon exploring the Camargue. 

Our first stop was the small stubble fields in the Petite Camargue and here we enjoyed 

wonderful views of several family parties of Common Cranes. Nearby, beautiful White 

Storks adorned their huge nests which were home to both House Sparrows and Tree 

Sparrows.  

At the Scamandre reserve we counted an incredible 55 Purple Gallinules which were 

feeding and displaying in an open, large cut area of reed! Small groups could be seen 

strutting about with their white bottoms raised - almost like watching a Black Grouse lek! 

This is a bird we sometimes struggle to find (but always hear) so to see so many was 

amazing. Also in the reserve we saw a few Kingfishers, Cetti’s Warblers, Firecrest, a 

single flyover Green Sandpiper and some fine Red-crested Pochards. Along a nearby 

road several Bearded Tits performed superbly but Penduline Tits gave us the run 

around with several seen but none sitting still! 
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From these freshwater areas we headed to the coast along the salt pans and Etangs 

north of Saintes Maria de la Mer. Here we noted our first of many Greater Flamingos, 

large numbers of Avocets, a showy Sardinian Warbler plus an elusive Moustached 

Warbler. We ate our picnic overlooking Etang de Consecaniere and a post-lunch stroll 

produced a few Kentish Plovers and Golden Plovers. Just as we were about to leave, 

we found a superb adult Slender-billed Gull which gave brilliant views to all. 

By mid afternoon, we headed back to Les Baux and this time into the town itself. Two 

Alpine Accentors were soon located sunning themselves on a chimney stack and we 

all enjoyed superb views of this 'beefed up' cousin of the more familiar Dunnock. A 

female Blue Rock Thrush was also enjoying the late afternoon sunshine and gave 

particularly good views as she basked in the warmth. 

 

Alpine Accentors by tour participant Jeff Smith 

As the sun started setting we headed to one of our Eagle Owl sites. Within a few 

minutes of arriving the male owl appeared on top of a crag and started calling! After a 

short while, this huge bird took flight and glided across the pine trees and out of sight – 

what a spectacle and what a way to end a fantastic day.  
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Monday 20 February 2017 

Today we headed north-west and a 90 minute drive saw us ascend the famous Tour de 

France route up to Mount Ventoux. Before we had even reached the car park at Chalet 

Reynard a flock of birds in the road stopped us in our tracks! It was a mixed flock of 

Citril Finches , Common Crossbills and a single Siskin. The birds appeared to be 

taking salt or grit from the road surface and we were able to enjoy prolonged views 

down to just a few metres. After a welcome hot chocolate at the Chalet we headed 

further uphill and enjoyed a beautiful walk within sight of the summit. A flock of around 

20 Alpine Accentors were spotted feeding among the boulders and Juniper bushes 

along with several Rock Buntings, including a superb male. 

We enjoyed our picnic lunch under crystal blue skies and warm sunshine with Citril 

Finches buzzing and Crossbills singing in the pine trees - it was wonderful!  

 

Citril Finch by tour participant Jeff Smith 

We made several stops as we descended the mountain and noted more of the same 

species with Short-toed Treecreeper and Marsh Tit as additions. 

We then headed to the UNESCO World Heritage site of Pont du Gard. This Roman 

aqueduct is not only visually and historically impressive, it is also a great place for 

seeing birds! Over 100 Crag Martins were watched as they buzzed around and several 
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were making nests. The leeward side of the aqueduct was bathed in glorious sunshine 

and as the sun began to wane about a dozen Rock Sparrows came and huddled on a 

ledge giving excellent views to all. What a fabulous way to end another day of superb 

wildlife-watching! 

Tuesday 21 February 2017 

The incredible sunny weather continued unabated. The morning saw us heading to the 

eastern portion of the Camargue where our first stop was Mas D’agon. Several hundred 

Glossy Ibis fed in the reedy pools, three Black-tailed Godwits flew over and plenty of 

Water Pipits were jumping about but failing to stay still long enough for us to see them 

on the ground! We enjoyed some very showy Bearded Tits as well as Cetti’s 

Warblers, with one performing very well in the bare branches of a willow. We watched 

small parties of Common Cranes flying north-east overhead, apparently leaving their 

wintering grounds and heading off towards their next staging posts in eastern Europe. 

The sight and sound of these magnificent birds on migration was one of the highlights of 

the trip for many.   

 

Common Crane by tour participant Jeff Smith 

We then moved to the reserve at La Capeliere where we were treated to a showy, 

catkin-munching young Penduline Tit and in the small woodland a pair of vocal 
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Lesser-spotted Woodpeckers showed very well. The main reed bed was very quiet 

bird-wise but offered us a pleasant stroll nonetheless. 

From here, we slowly travelled along the edge of Etang de Vaccares and during several 

stops we encountered a total of 30 Black-necked Grebes and 25 Red-breasted 

Mergansers. 

We lunched at the raised platform overlooking Tour du Valet and enjoyed seeing the 

masses of wintering wildfowl here which included Shoveler, Pintail, Wigeon, Gadwall, 

Teal, Mallard and Greylag Geese. 

From here we headed west to the saltpans and mudflats at Piemanson. Five gorgeous 

Slender-billed Gulls were seen well as they floated on the water, resplendent in their 

pink plumage. We spent some time searching through the throngs of wading birds 

which included a staggering count of at least 600 Little Stints plus Sanderlings, 

Dunlins, Grey Plovers and Ringed Plovers. Offshore we saw lots of Sandwich 

Terns, a single Razorbill and much to our surprise, at least 40 Yelkouan Shearwaters 

loafing on the water and occasionally 'shearing' by – a first on this trip for Shetland 

Wildlife! 

Wednesday 22 February 2017 

Following breakfast, we returned to La Crau area and it wasn’t long before had found 

our quarry - the rare Pin-tailed Sandgrouse. First heard calling we soon spotted them 

wheeling back and forth in the clear blue sky. This performance seemed to last for ages 

but eventually they settled briefly on the ground enabling the group to get great 

telescope views. This species can be tricky to see well so we were delighted with our 

fortune! 

A second stop at Vergieres produced what was most likely the same Little Bustard, 

another two Southern Grey Shrikes and brief views of a male Hen Harrier. At Etang 

des Aulnes we saw a few butterflies performing in the warm sunshine which included 

Holly Blue, Bath White, Speckled Wood and a flighty Large Tortoiseshell. The water 

was filled with Little Grebes and Great Crested Grebes plus masses of egrets and 

Cormorants. 

At our usual coffee and comfort stop, we saw two Red Kites overhead and were 

delighted to locate a singing male Lesser Spotted Woodpecker. Whilst watching him, 

a gaudy male Serin dropped in for a quick drink about 20 yards ahead of us. 

We headed back up into the hills of Les Alpilles and took our picnic at the start of the 

footpath to La Caume. We spent the afternoon strolling through the beautiful mixed 

woodland and then headed further up towards the radio mast on the impressive 
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limestone crag. Along the way, we encountered at least ten gorgeous Crested Tits and 

two Short-toed Treecreepers which were located by their distinctive songs. The vista 

here is wonderful and the lowlands with their villages could be seen sprawling out 

towards the coast. Masses of Cleopatra butterflies had emerged and were 'nectaring' 

on the Rosemary. 

Once at the top it didn’t take long for a Bonelli’s Eagle to appear and we were treated 

to some amazing views as the bird displayed in the sky right above our heads! It was 

then joined briefly joined by a first-summer bird. 

 

Bonelli's Eagle by tour participant Alex Barclay 

The short scrubby vegetation on the plateau is excellent for Dartford Warblers and we 

located several pairs, some giving good, albeit brief views as they perched and took 

short song-flights. In the same habitat, we also located several Sardinian Warblers 

which gave themselves away by uttering their rather harsh, rattling calls. We headed 

back to the hotel late in the afternoon and later enjoyed our farewell dinner, reflecting on 

the fantastic wildlife the region had offered us. 

Thursday 23 February 2017 

After breakfast we bid farewell to the wonderful staff at the hotel who had done a great 

job looking after us during our stay. We drove back to Marseille airport and took our 

flight back to London Gatwick arriving just after lunch.  
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Systematic list of birds recorded 17 – 23 February 2017 
 
Great-crested Grebe – recorded on three dates, by far the biggest numbers (100’s) 
were at Etang des Aulnes. 
 
Black-necked Grebe –  30 on Etang de Vaccares on the 21/02. 
 
Little Grebe – seen on three dates at various sites. 
 
Yelkouan Shearwater – c.40 offshore at Piemanson on 21/02. 
 
Great Cormorant – seen on every date at many locations. 
 
Grey Heron – common, even in the ‘dry’ areas. 
 
Little Egret – small numbers seen daily. 
 
Great Egret – small numbers seen daily. 
 
Cattle Egret – small groups seen daily at various locations, there was a large roost 
somewhere west of the hotel as every morning and evening large numbers were noted 
flying over. 
 
White Stork – seen in small numbers most days, including several pairs on nests. 
 
Glossy Ibis –  a huge flock of over 300 was at Mas d’Agon, with smaller numbers at 
two other sites in the Camargue. 
 
Greater Flamingo – seen in large numbers (many hundreds) on the two dates we 
visited the Camargue. 
 
Mute Swan – small numbers seen on three dates at various locations. 
 
Greylag Goose – 6 at Tour de Valet on 21/02 was our only sighting. 
 
Common Shelduck – small numbers seen in the brackish areas in the Camargue. 
 
Mallard – small numbers seen at a variety of locations. 
 
Gadwall – tens were noted at Tour de Valet on 21/02. 
 
Eurasian Wigeon – many hundreds recorded at Tour de Valet on 21/02. 
 
Common Teal – small numbers seen in the Camargue. 
 
Northern Pintail – ten were seen at Tour de Valet on 21/02. 
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Northern Shoveler – many hundreds recorded at Tour de Valet. 
 
Red-crested Pochard  –  c20 seen in the Petite Camargue on 19/02. 
 
Red-breasted Merganser  –  25 showing very well on Etang de Vaccares on 21/02. 
 
Red Kite – small numbers recorded on four dates. 
 
Booted Eagle – a stunning pale morph bird circled low over our heads near Vergieres 
on 18/02. 
 
Bonelli’s Eagle – a pair and a first summer bird seen at La Caume on 23/02. 
 
Eurasian Marsh Harrier – common in the Camargue. 
. 
Hen Harrier – 3 males were seen on two dates all unfortunately were rather brief. 
 
Eurasian Sparrowhawk – singles on four dates. 
 
Common Buzzard – seemingly everywhere, everyday! 
 
Merlin – a single whizzed over the mini-buses just outside Salin De Giroud on 21/02. 
 
Kestrel – seen daily. 
 
Peregrine – recorded on two dates in the Camargue. 
 
Red-legged Partridge – seen in small numbers on two dates. 
 
Common Pheasant – seen on two dates. 
 
Water Rail – heard at two sites in the Camargue. 
 
Common Moorhen – seen in small numbers in the Camargue. 
 
Common Coot – good numbers at many sites on three dates. 
 
Purple Gallinule – the incredible sight of at least 55 birds in a large reed cut area in the 
Petite Camargue was one of the highlights of the trip. 
 
Common Crane – seen on three dates in good numbers, on two of those dates it would 
appear that many hundreds (up 1500 birds) were leaving the Camargue and migrating 
north east. 
 
Little Bustard – a single at Vergieres on two dates. 
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Pied Avocet – c100 at Consecaniere on 19/02. 
 
Stone Curlew – two at Vergieres on 18/02 was our only sighting. 
 
Northern Lapwing – small flocks seen on four dates. 
 
Golden Plover – flocks of several hundred seen on La Crau and in the Camargue on 
three dates. 
 
Grey Plover – small numbers seen at Piemanson and Consecaniere. 
  
Ringed Plover – six at Piemanson on 21/02. 
 
Kentish Plover – four at Consecaniere on 19/02. 
 
Dunlin – c200 at Piemanson on 21/02. 
 
Little Stint – c600 with the wader flock at Piemanson on 21/02. 
 
Sanderling – 12 with other waders at Piemanson on 21/02. 
 
Green Sandpiper – singles on two dates in the Camargue. 
 
Black-tailed Godwit – 3 in the Camargue on 21/02. 
 
Eurasian Curlew – 3 at Mas D’agon on 21/02. 
 
Common Snipe – several birds seen at two sites on two dates. 
 
Black-headed Gull – seen daily at many sites. 
 
Yellow-legged Gull – common. 
 
Slender-billed Gull – a single adult gave incredibly close views near Saintes Maries de 
la Mer on 19/02 and five were seen at Piemanson on 21/02. 
 
Razorbill – a single offshore at Piemanson 21/02. 
 
Pin-tailed Sandgrouse – 12 were seen well flight and then briefly on the ground on La 
Crau on 22/02. 
 
Feral Pigeon – common. 
 
Wood Pigeon – small numbers seen most days. 
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Collared Dove – common. 
 
Eurasian Eagle Owl – a single male was seen and heard on the evening of 18/02. 
 
Tawny Owl – heard calling around the hotel on two dates. 
 
Common Kingfisher – ones and twos seen at various sites in the Camargue on three 
dates. 
 
Great Spotted Woodpecker – just a single recorded on 20/02. 
 
Lesser Spotted Woodpecker – a pair were seen at La Capeliere on 21/02 and a male 
was seen at Chers on 22/02. 
 
Green Woodpecker – one calling around the hotel most mornings with birds seen and 
heard elsewhere on three dates. 
 
Skylark – seen at various locations in good numbers. 
 
Woodlark – 3 briefly at Mas Chauvet on the 18/02 was our only sighting. 
 
Calandra Lark – a fantastic flock of c80 birds were watched on La Crau on 18/02. 
 
Crested Lark – small numbers seen on four dates at a variety of locations. 
 
Crag Martin –  well over 100 were recorded at Pont du Gard on 20/02 with up to 4 seen 
at Les Baux on two dates. 
 
Meadow Pipit – common. 
 
Richard’s Pipit – at least 3 at Mas Chauvet on 18/02 and singles at three other sites on 
La Crau on two dates. 
 
Water Pipit – seen in small numbers in the Camargue on two dates. 
 
White Wagtail – ones and twos seen daily. 
 
Grey Wagtail – singles seen on five dates. 
 
Winter Wren – seen daily. 
 
Alpine Accentor – three at Les Baux on 18/02 and then at least 20 on Mount Ventoux 
on 20/02. 
 
European Stonechat – small numbers seen daily. 
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European Robin – common. 
 
Black Redstart – singles and small groups at many locations daily. 
 
Blue Rock Thrush – a single female at Les Baux on 19/02. 
 
Mistle Thrush – 4 noted on Mount Ventoux on 20/02. 
 
Song Thrush – singles seen daily at many sites. 
 
Common Blackbird – common and seen daily. 
 
Moustached Warbler – one showed well but briefly at Consecaniere on 19/02. 
 
Cetti’s Warbler – seen and heard on four dates at a variety of locations. 
 
Common Chiffchaff – seen daily in good numbers. 
 
Blackcap –seen daily around the hotel and ones and twos seen elsewhere most days. 
 
Sardinian Warbler – ones and twos seen at a few sites. 
 
Dartford Warbler –  at least four at La Caume on 22/02. 
 
Fan-tailed Warbler – recorded in good numbers on three dates at a variety of locations. 
 
Firecrest – recorded on four dates. 
 
Crested Tit – two at Les Baux on 18/02 and at least 10 birds at Mount Ventoux on 
20/02 and a similar number at La Caume on 22/02. 
 
Blue Tit – ones and twos seen on three dates. 
 
Coal Tit – small numbers seen on Mount Ventoux on 20/02. 
. 
Marsh Tit – a pair on Mount Ventoux on 20/02. 
 
Great Tit – common. 
 
Long-tailed Tit – small groups seen on four dates. 
 
Penduline Tit – two in the Petite Camargue on 19/02 and a showy catkin-munching 
bird at La Capeliere on 21/02. 
 
Bearded Tit –small numbers recorded on two dates in the Camargue. 
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Wallcreeper –  two at Les Baux on 18/02. 
 
Short-toed Treecreeper – three heard and seen on Mont Ventoux. 
 
Southern Grey Shrike – at least 6 on La Crau on two dates. 
 
Eurasian Jay – seen on three dates. 
 
Eurasian Magpie – common. 
 
Common Raven – ones and twos seen at Les Baux, La Caume and Mont Ventoux. 
 
Rook – recorded on four dates. 
 
Carrion Crow – common. 
 
Eurasian Jackdaw – common. 
 
Common Starling – common. 
 
House Sparrow – common. 
 
Eurasian Tree Sparrow – recorded in small numbers at various sites on three dates. 
 
Rock Sparrow – at least twelve came into roost at Pont Du Gard on 20/02. 
. 
Chaffinch – common. 
 
Citril Finch – over 50 recorded on Mount Ventoux on 20/02. 
 
European Goldfinch – small numbers seen at quite a few sites. 
 
Eurasian Siskin – a single on Mount Ventoux on 20/02 was our only sighting. 
 
European Greenfinch – recorded on three dates. 
 
Eurasian Linnet – small numbers at several sites. 
 
European Serin – seen and heard daily at a variety of sites. 
 
Common Crossbill – over 30 noted on Mount Ventoux on 20/02. 
 
Reed Bunting – small numbers on three dates. 
 
Corn Bunting – small numbers recorded on three dates. 
 



© Shetland Wildlife www.shetlandwildlife.co.uk 

 

Cirl Bunting – 1 seen at Mas Chauvet on 18/02. 
 
Rock Bunting – at least 5 seen on Mount Ventoux on 20/02. 
 
 
Other notable Flora and Fauna seen included 
 
Butterflies 
Large Tortoiseshell 
Red Admiral 
Cleopatra 
Bath White  
Small White 
Nettle-tree 
Comma 
Holly Blue 
Speckled Wood 
Painted Lady 
 
Moths 
Hummingbird Hawkmoth 
 
Mammals 
Coypu 
Red Squirrel 
 
Orchids 
Giant Orchid 

 

 


