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This tour was the first of its kind offered by Rockjumper Birding Tours and was designed around 

the requirements of the clientele, a team of four hardcore, big African listers – no pressure there 

then! Our route took us north from Casablanca up the Tangier peninsular, all the way from west to 

east along the Mediterranean coast, south along the Algerian border and then back across the 

country via Fes to Marrakech. Constructing the itinerary was difficult for, as far as we could 

ascertain, no other tour group had previously followed this route. The only information we had to 

go on was the very informative Birds of Morocco, the Rare Bird Reports for Morocco and some 

scant information, mainly in French, from various websites. Our targets ranged from known 

breeding species, through rare and locally scarce winter visitors to unlikely, neigh fanciful 

impossibilities; as I said, no pressure there! 

 

The day prior to the commencement of the tour was 

meant to be an arrival / rest day, but that was never 

going to be the case with this bunch of ultra-keen 

birders. Within an hour of meeting up we were out, 

down to the beach for a couple of hours sea watching; 

a pastime, due to some of our targets, that was to 

feature prominently during this tour. The sea was 

fairly quiet but the group still managed to secure the 

first lifer for some as several Great Skuas (also 

known as Bonxies) were picked up, albeit quite 

distantly. We also had our first Mediterranean and 

Audouin’s Gulls.  

 

The following day was the official start date and we 

set the tone for the rest of the tour with a 4.30am 

alarm, followed by a very quick breakfast and a 

departure shortly after 5.00am. Our destination was 

the Zaer region north-east of Casablanca, an area 

famous for its relict population of Double-spurred 

Francolin, a species which is very difficult to see in 

Morocco owing to its shyness as a result of hunting 

pressures. We picked up a Common Buzzard on the 

way but had to press on because we wanted to be on 

site by dawn. That wasn’t to be though and we arrived in the area a good hour after daybreak. We 

soon heard a francolin calling but try as we may it wouldn’t come into view. We had more success 

luring out one of a couple of Black-crowned Tchagras. Other birds in the area included good 

numbers of Barbary Partridge and Corn Bunting along with a flock of Common Starlings. We 

changed our strategy and slowly drove along the local roads and tracks hoping to drop on a 

francolin, but only found more partridges and a small group of Eurasian Stone Curlews.  

 

It was soon time to move on towards the coast, but after only a few kilometres we came to a halt to 

view a pool that held a small number of ducks, including – importantly for the group – our first 

Red-crested Pochards. Better yet, I then noticed an Aquila Eagle, any of which are rare in Morocco, 

aside from Golden Eagle that is fairly regular. Our first impressions were that it was a Tawny Eagle 

but, as time progressed, we eventually realised it was an incredibly rare Spanish Imperial Eagle, 

perhaps only the fifth for Morocco! Amazingly we had seen the bird of the trip on the very first day; 

hopefully this was an omen for the rest of the tour!  

 

Black-crowned Tchagra by Chris Tenney 



RBT Morocco Trip Report 2015 

 

 

 

3 

Our next destination was Lac de Sidi Bourhaba for one specific species, White-headed Duck, and it 

wasn’t long before we found a group hidden amongst much larger numbers of Red-crested Pochard. 

We also had good numbers of Northern Shoveler, smaller numbers of Crested Coot, a few Greater 

Flamingos and displaying Western Marsh Harriers. After a very short, unproductive seawatch we 

headed for lunch, enjoying an excellent mixed sea-food platter, the first of several we were to 

indulge in.  

The famous location of Merja Zerga was next up for our attention, although we were more 

than twenty years too late for the site’s star bird, Slender-billed Curlew, now unfortunately almost 

certainly extinct. This site is one of only a few in the Western Palearctic where Marsh Owl occurs 

and that was our next target, although these too seem to be in decline and are nowadays rarely seen. 

As we drove north towards Merja Zerga we noted massive numbers of Barn Swallows pouring 

north and came across good numbers of Eurasian Jackdaws. Once at Merja Zerga we had plenty of 

time before dusk so turned our attention to a flock of distant waders, which were just too far away 

to identify, even with ‘scopes. The only way we were going to identify them was by getting 

considerably closer, so we set off to walk out across the mudflats. Boots and socks came off for 

some as we made slow, muddy progress towards the distant dots and eventually were close enough 

to see that they were mainly Grey Plovers and Bar-tailed Godwits, with smaller numbers of 

Turnstone and Common Redshank. Back on terra firma and with cleaned feet and boots we set 

about trying to find the elusive Marsh Owls, but without any success. Whilst scanning we picked 

out good numbers of Western Marsh Harriers, a couple of Western Ospreys and a female Eurasian 

Sparrowhawk, so all was not lost.  

 

The following morning we were 

out early to a different area of 

Merja Zerga, the fields where the 

afore-mentioned Slender-billed 

Curlew used to strut about. 

Views of the lake shore were 

still distant but we did make out 

impressive numbers of Common 

Shelduck and Western Cattle 

Egrets, as well as smaller 

numbers of Eurasian Spoonbill, 

Mallard, Northern Shoveler and 

Black-tailed Godwits. From our 

slightly raised vantage point we 

glimpsed a movement in a hedge 

and quickly identified the bird as 

a male Subalpine Warbler, 

which had David punching the 

air in delight for it was a new 

African bird for him. Then a small group of birds caught our attention and we were soon watching a 

flock of Common Reed Bunting, a species that one of our contacts said was “inexplicably difficult 

to find in Morocco”. Well we did, and one of our harder targets was added to the growing list. As 

we had very little concrete information to go on during this tour, one of our strategies was to try for 

specific species if the habitat looked promising. So, with a patch of rushes in front of us, it made 

sense to try for Water Rail and, as it turned out, almost immediately one walked into view as 

another started calling – another target in the bag!  

 

Our next stop was the town of Larache where we enjoyed pizza for lunch before heading off for the 

Oued Loukkos Marshes, stopping briefly to ‘scope a small flooded area that produced a small flock 

White-headed Duck by Ignacio Yufera 
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of Sanderling. The Loukkos Marshes proved to be fantastic for waterbirds and we soon found a 

Spotted Crake skulking under some shrubbery, a bonus bird and indeed the first to be seen on a 

Rockjumper tour to Morocco. A quick blast on the IPod and out popped our first of two targets at 

this site; Moustached Warbler, which is a rare and localised breeder in Morocco. We enjoyed great 

views of this bird and soon added our second target species when we found several Purple 

Swamphens. We also saw hundreds of Glossy Ibis, a few Squacco Herons, many Crested Coots and 

small numbers of Garganey, Marbled Teal and Red-crested Pochard. Shorebirds were well 

represented and we saw plenty of Black-winged Stilts, Black-tailed Godwits, Greenshank and Ruff, 

along with a few Northern Lapwings, and Green and Common Sandpipers. Other birds of note 

included a Black Stork, several Caspian Terns, a Common Kingfisher and, rather surprisingly, a 

flock of Plain Martins.  

 

Day three could have been a very special day as we visited the Asilah Plain in search of the 

magnificent Great Bustard. The area was a former haunt of this beast of a bird, but during this 

century numbers have drastically 

dropped. Without any current 

information all we could do was scan 

the plain and hope for some good 

fortune. Well fortune didn’t favour us 

and we failed to find even a single 

bird. We did however see good 

numbers of Common Cranes and it 

became obvious that large numbers 

raptors were on the move northwards. 

Hundreds of Black Kites were battling 

north against a very strong headwind 

with many more giving up and 

congregating in the lea of a hillside, as 

did several hundred White Storks. 

Accompanying them were quite a few 

Western Marsh Harriers and, more 

importantly, a female Hen Harrier, 

which gave good views; another hoped-for but by no means guaranteed species. A small pool held a 

male Garganey whilst amongst the small number of waders present there was a reasonable sized 

flock of Common Greenshank. Small birds were few and far between but we did see our first Red-

rumped Swallow and several Corn Buntings. 

 

As it was clear that Great Bustards no longer existed on the plain and because of the strong wind, 

we elected to do a seawatch rather than return to the plains after lunch. This proved to be a very 

good decision for as soon as we settled down it was apparent that Western Marsh Harriers and 

Common Kestrels were flying north over the sea along with thousands of Barn Swallows; there was 

a serious active migration going on and we were very pleased to witness it.  

Small numbers of Cory’s Shearwater, Eurasian Spoonbill, Audouin’s and Mediterranean 

Gulls, Sandwich Terns and Red-rumped Swallow also moved north and another Hen Harrier, this 

time an adult male, was also seen and then, part way through the watch, John said something like 

“I’m sure I’ve just seen a Marsh Owl”. Cue a few expletives for this would have been a mega 

sighting as we were well away from their core range and we’d all missed it. The bird had gone out 

of sight but, prompted by this sighting and also the continuing passage of raptors, we decided to 

change position. We moved out to the sea wall and took up a far more exposed position and within 

a couple of minutes John again said he’d got an owl, presumably the same bird. This time we got on 

to it quickly and it was clearly an Asio owl, but alas it wasn’t a Marsh Owl, it was a Short-eared 

Moustached Warbler by Markus Lilje 
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Owl – a Moroccan rarity requiring a description and an African tick for all! Boy were we glad we 

moved out on to the wind-swept sea wall. A Balearic Shearwater was also seen but it was quite 

distant and not everyone got onto it properly. Starting to feel cold we then decided to check out an 

estuary a few kilometres further north, which produced very little apart from a few Slender-billed, 

Audouin’s and Mediterranean Gulls and a Caspian Tern. 

 

Dawn on day four saw us back at our seawatch point at Asilah, but the raptor passage was much 

lighter with only a few Western Marsh Harriers passing. More seabirds were seen than the previous 

day with many Cory’s Shearwater, a few Great Skuas and a single Arctic Skua logged along with a 

Peregrine and Eurasian Hoopoe, whilst a Whimbrel was found on the beach.  

We sacked the seawatch and returned to Oued Loukkos Marshes where we saw similar 

species in similar numbers to our first visit, but also added Pied Avocet, Spotted Redshank, and 

Marsh and Wood Sandpipers. We saw 

a couple of Moustached Warblers and 

then employed the strategy we used 

for Water Rail at Merje Zerga. This 

time the habitat was a stand of 

Bulrushes surrounded by scrub, just 

perfect for Eurasian Penduline Tit, a 

species which I believed had been 

recorded less than 20 times in 

Morocco; but “hey, surely it’s just 

under recorded” I said optimistically. 

We tried the IPod at one 

location…nothing, but there was a 

much better looking area further along 

the road so we went up there. After 

half an hour of playing its call we then 

finally heard those magic words from 

David, “I’ve got a penduline tit!” And 

there, not fifteen metres away, was a gorgeous Eurasian Penduline Tit feeding on top of a Bulrush 

and giving awesome views – brilliant! A mega target bagged!! (I’ve since found a paper on a 

Moroccan website that has changed the species status. During a four year period between 2004 and 

2008 at the Smir Marshes, a total of 50 birds were ringed (although it remains on the list of species 

requiring a description), but that news doesn’t detract from the euphoria we felt when David pulled 

this one out.) Phew, time for a celebratory pizza in Asilah! 

 

South of Larache but north of Merja Zerga there are three smaller Merjas (lakes) and that was 

where we were to spend the rest of our afternoon. There were no specific targets, this was more of a 

general exploration of the area. They weren’t that productive but we still saw a few birds including 

some Ferruginous Ducks and Western Ospreys; those aside, it proved to be a fairly quiet afternoon. 

On our way back to Larache, in order to feed David’s obsession with finding Long-eared Owl, we 

stopped at a large stand of woodland on the edge of town where we remained until dark. This failed 

to produce any owls but did give us calling Eurasian Thick-knee and a Short-toed Treecreeper. 

 

Day five saw another very early start as we headed for Tangier and somewhere suitable for sea 

watching. We picked a spot and settled down immediately, becoming aware of a strong easterly 

passage of Cory’s Shearwaters with large flocks passing close inshore. Good numbers of Audouin’s 

Gulls were also passing along with smaller numbers of Balearic Shearwaters, Glossy Ibis, 

Garganey, Mediterranean Gulls and Great Skuas, as well as a solitary Arctic Skua. One of our 

group then wandered off only to find a Red Kite, which never hung around for the rest of us, though 

Spotted Crake by David Erterius 
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a Peregrine put on a good show. A casual glance skyward was rewarded with a few Short-toed 

Eagles passing overhead towards Spain. That was it, time to move to the mountain for a spot of 

raptor migration watching. By the time we found a suitable spot things had quietened down 

although we did see a couple of Griffon Vultures (Eurasian Griffon) and an adult Egyptian Vulture 

passing northwards. We relocated to a local café and continued to watch the sky whilst our lunch 

was prepared, which turned out to be a good move as the raptors continued to pour north. In just 

half an hour we saw hundreds of Black Kites, tens of Short-toed Eagles, twenty Griffon Vultures, 

another Egyptian Vulture, a couple of Black Storks and another Hen Harrier. Not a bad half hour’s 

birding! 

 

Next up was a visit to Barrage Smir, a renowned site for Greylag Goose, of which we saw 

precisely…none! The place was instead heaving with people and pretty birdless, so we bailed out 

and headed off further down the coast towards our hotel for the night. As we approached the town 

of Mdiq we noticed a large wetland, which seemed pretty birdy so we decided to have a look. The 

lake was littered with many hundreds of Northern Shoveler and smaller numbers of Eurasian Teal 

and Northern Pintail whilst hidden amongst them we found a pair of Garganey. There was also a 

large flock of Glossy Ibis, a good sized flock of Black-tailed Godwits and plenty of Yellow 

Wagtails. This unscheduled stop set us back a bit time-wise and meant that we arrived quite late at 

our rather quaint hotel in Chefchaouen.  

 

The following day we continued 

eastwards along a very scenic route 

and, 80 kilometres after leaving 

Chefchaouen, we made another 

unscheduled stop after David spotted a 

Northern Goshawk. This proved 

worthwhile as we picked up a number 

of species including Long-legged 

Buzzard and a couple each of Wood 

Lark, Eurasian Jay, Eurasian Nuthatch 

and Hawfinch, while we also heard 

both Great-spotted and Levaillant’s 

Woodpecker. We then called in at a 

small coastal town called Al Hoceima 

as it was on a headland, but couldn’t 

find anywhere suitable for sea 

watching although we did find a pair 

of Red-billed Chough. Unfortunately 

our visit there attracted the attention of the local Gendarmerie and we were pulled over and detained 

for about half an hour whilst they checked us out. Eventually the plain clothes guy seemed satisfied 

and he bade us farewell. As we drove out of town we stopped for very close looks at a Eurasian 

Golden Plover, a species that we had expected to see but which had frustratingly eluded us so far, 

and it turned out to be the only one of the tour. We next stopped at a little restaurant overlooking the 

sea that had a fish counter from which we picked our lunch, a stunning platter of seafood; you 

certainly don’t get much fresher than that! After lunch we headed for our next destination, a very 

scenic headland called Cap de Trois Fourches, for another sea watching session in the hope of 

finding European Shag. It wasn’t very productive though with just tens of Cory’s Shearwaters and a 

Great Skua. A pair of Peregrines kept us entertained, a male Blue Rock Thrush was seen and, on the 

way off the headland, we picked up a pair of Little Owls and a Black Redstart.    

 

Short-eared Owl by Markus Lilje 
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Early on day seven we returned to Cap de Trois Fourches for some more sea watching, which 

turned out to be a waste of time and again we couldn’t find any shags, though we did see a pair of 

Barbary Partridge, Black Wheatear and Rock Sparrow. Sebkha Bou Areq is a large bay and it is 

known that Red-breasted Mergansers have in the past wintered there. This was a major target for us 

so we spent the rest of the morning and half of the afternoon scouring the bay for this difficult-to-

see species. We failed miserably in this regard but did see good numbers of Great-crested Grebes, 

Slender-billed and Mediterranean Gulls as well as a variety of shorebirds. We also flushed a small 

passerine from the saltmarsh and fortunately it didn’t fly too far, although it did disappear. We 

searched for a while and eventually it walked into view, and we added Water Pipit to the list. From 

here we went to Ras El Ma, a coastal town that overlooks three islands called Islas Chafarinas, 

which are actually Spanish territory. This was pretty much our last chance for European Shag but 

we persevered, noting a raft of a couple of thousand Cory’s Shearwaters and a Great Skua. Then, 

after an hour or so, we were finally rewarded with our first sighting of an adult European Shag, 

followed shortly by an immature and then another adult. Bird in the bag and at last we could stop 

staring at the sea!             

 

After a warming cup of coffee we continued eastwards to our final birding site of the day, a little 

wetland called Moulouya Marshes. We had a specific target in mind, and as soon as we alighted 

from the vehicle we heard the 

distinctive song of a male Savi’s 

Warbler coming from the dense stand 

of tall reeds to our left – all we’d got 

to do was see it. The ground was 

pretty level but we found a slightly 

raised area which gave us a better 

view of the reeds. After a short while 

we all managed to obtain reasonable 

views of this little skulker and another 

difficult species was added to our list. 

The marsh also held a few ducks 

including ten Red-crested Pochard 

and a couple of Marbled Teal, but as 

dusk was creeping up on us we 

concentrated our attention on the 

marsh on the opposite side of the 

road, which proved to be a good idea 

as we quickly picked up a quartering female Hen Harrier, our fourth of the trip. In the distance a 

Eurasian Bittern was seen for quite some time in flight and then another appeared briefly a lot 

closer, and thus another Moroccan national rarity was added to our list. A Black-crowned Night 

Heron flew over, Purple Gallinules and Water Rails were calling loudly and a Water Pipit flew 

over. We left at dark but still had a way to go, so once again it was a mid-evening arrival at our 

hotel.  

 

Day eight had the potential to be another very special day as we were heading south along the 

Algerian border for our only foray into the desert with a couple of specific birds in mind, namely 

Dotterel and Pin-tailed Sandgrouse, with the added bonus of a selection of desert species to search 

for. So far one expected species had avoided detection, Calandra Lark, but that species was soon 

added to the list shortly after dawn when we came across good numbers singing and displaying 

south of Oujda. A few kilometres south of Ain Benimather we stopped again in the desert for no 

particular reason save that it looked as though it may prove to be productive. Plenty of Lesser Short-

toed and Calandra Larks were singing, half a dozen Temminck’s Horned Larks were chasing each 

Northern Wheatear by Chris Tenney 
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other around and a couple of Greater Hoopoe-Larks were also calling. Then we heard the distinctive 

calls of sandgrouse and soon after a couple of flocks of Pin-tailed Sandgrouse came into view – one 

target down, one to go! A distant wheatear turned out to be a male Desert Wheatear, a male 

Northern Wheatear was also in the area as was a female Moussier’s Redstart, and we also saw a 

couple of Brown-necked Ravens. We continued southwards and stopped at another stretch of desert, 

which looked suitable for the cute African Desert Warbler, a species that seems to have very 

specific habitat requirements. We couldn’t find any warblers however, but we were rewarded 

instead with another large flock of Pin-tailed Sandgrouse, a Maghreb Lark and another male Desert 

Wheatear. We then went south to Tondrara for a coffee and once again got some grief from a local 

police officer, who instructed us that we should proceed no further south than our coffee stop.  

 

We had no intention of going any further as we still had Dotterel to find, so we turned round and 

headed north back to Ain Benimather for lunch, picking up a Thekla Lark and a fine pair of Red-

rumped Wheatears on the way, but we still couldn’t fine the elusive Dotterel. After lunch we were 

back on the road, only this time we turned off westwards 

away from the main road, still looking for Dotterel when 

we came across a stand of conifers. This once again 

ignited David’s earnest desire to see Long-eared Owl so 

there was nothing for it; we were off into the wood when 

we were supposed to be searching for Dotterel, which as 

everyone knows don’t live in woods! We hadn’t gone 

very far into the wood when we flushed an owl; surely 

this was it and, following a few more flushes, we 

eventually got a bird into a position that we could ‘scope 

it. Sure enough, through the ‘scope we were staring into 

the orange eyes of a Long-eared Owl, one of two in the 

wood. The group was overjoyed and my scepticism was 

well and truly proved to be false, all thanks to David’s 

perseverance and determination to get this species on his 

African list! We left the owls in peace and explored the 

surrounding scrub under the watchful eyes of some local 

Bedouins, obtaining great views of a Greater Hoopoe-

Lark and adding a male Common Redstart to the list. We 

retraced our steps northwards back to Oujda but never did 

find a Dotterel, although the owls more than compensated 

for this dip.    

 

Day nine saw us begin the long journey back towards Marrakech, which we were going to spread 

over two days with an overnight stop in Fes. Our journey was made much easier by the fact that 

there is now a good motorway connecting Oujda and Fes and we made very good time, in fact such 

good time that we decided to push on towards Ifrane and a great wetland called Dayet Aaoua, en 

route picking up ten Alpine Swifts in the town of Imouzzer-Kandar. Dayet Aaoua is a shallow lake 

which is surrounded by good woodland and we were soon logging species such as Great-spotted 

and Levaillant’s Woodpeckers, Eurasian Jay, African Blue, Great and Coal Tits, Short-toed 

Treecreeper, Song and Mistle Thrushes, European Nuthatch and Firecrest. We didn’t ignore the lake 

either which held substantial numbers of Black-necked Grebes, a dozen Ferruginous Ducks and a 

few Common Pochard.  

 

North of Azrou lies a small valley where in the past a Redwing had been seen by David. It was a 

target species so there was nothing for it, we had to give it a go. It was late in the afternoon and very 

quiet, although several Long-legged Buzzards and Common Ravens were overhead. We worked the 

Levaillant's Woodpecker by Adam Riley 
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berry bushes but saw very little apart from a Firecrest and a female Cirl Bunting. We then went 

further up the track to the top where we found a troop of Barbary Apes, unfortunately completely 

fearless of the local tourists that were feeding them. We elected to go to Azrou in search of coffee 

and Stock Dove, although we only scored the former along with a few more Alpine Swifts and a 

migrating flock of Common Kestrels. On the way back to Fes we saw four Short-toed Eagles but 

little else and we got into our hotel at a reasonable hour for a change. 

 

The following morning we were up very early since Fes to Marrakech is a long drive and we 

wanted to factor in birding stops on the way, starting off with a second visit to Dayet Aaoua. The 

waterbirds were similar to the previous day but we did add a pair of Ruddy Shelduck, a few 

Gadwall and a couple Green Sandpipers, whilst along the woodland edge we found at least ten 

Hawfinches, at least two Common Crossbills and a pair of Cirl Buntings. We returned to the 

Redwing site hoping that a morning visit would bring a change of luck but all we could find were a 

few singing Wood Larks, so we moved on to search for a rubbish tip in the hope that perhaps we 

could find a Red Kite. Eventually we found a tip south of Azrou which was heavily populated with 

White Storks, Black Kites, Northern Ravens and Spotless Starlings, with the added attraction of a 

Short-toed Eagle and a juvenile Lanner Falcon – but alas no Red Kites. That was the end of the 

birding for the day; it was time to head south to Marrakech, although on the way we did see Black-

shouldered Kite and Calandra Lark.    

 

Our last full day was supposed to be 

spent at high altitude up at 

Oukaiimeden but we amended our 

itinerary to take in Toufliht, where on 

the previous tour I had seen Northern 

Goshawk. We arrived pretty early so 

spent the first part of the day working 

the forest edge where we found the 

usual selection of woodland species, 

including some Common Crossbills 

and Rock, House and Cirl Buntings. 

We then took up position on the roof 

of the local restaurant hoping that 

goshawks would put in an appearance, 

but five hours later we were still 

waiting. Our time wasn’t wasted 

though as we saw a Bonelli’s Eagle, 

Long-legged Buzzard and half a dozen 

Eurasian Sparrowhawks, but after lunch we decided to cut our losses and head for the ski resort of 

Oukaiimeden, arriving there mid-afternoon. Our drive up the hill came to an abrupt halt when a 

large bird of prey was spotted, which turned out to be a magnificent Golden Eagle, a scarce species 

in Morocco. Once at the ski resort, where the heavy snow of my previous visit had all but gone, we 

set about finding the usual suspects, Horned Lark, African Crimson-winged Finch and Rock 

Sparrow, all of which we found with ease, but a quick look for Alpine Accentor and Ring Ouzel 

proved fruitless what with the lack of snow. We had one last target and didn’t want to miss our 

appointment with it, so we came off the mountain after a couple of hours, stopping briefly to look at 

a pair of White-throated Dippers on the way down. After booking into our hotel we took up our 

position at one of the few stakeouts we had on this tour and we waited. The light was fading fast 

and we continued to wait and wait. Hmmm, this was not going according to plan so there was 

nothing for it, a quick blast of the IPod was called for and then, boom, there in front of us was our 

African Crimson-winged Finch by Keith Valentine 
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target species, a Tawny Owl, which sat around allowing everyone great looks. Phew, our final 

target was in the bag and we could retire to the bar for a celebratory beer! 

 

And that was effectively the end of the tour, for the following morning we were up early and 

straight off to the airport with no time for any birding due to our early flights. The tour had certainly 

been interesting and at times frustrating. We’d had many very early starts, long days and mid-

evening hotel arrivals, and we’d covered a lot of kilometres trying something completely different 

in respect of a Morocco tour. Had it been worth it? I think the general consensus was yes. The tour 

was set up to seek out many very difficult, if not practically near-impossible target species. We 

sought to explore a large part of the country that we had not visited before and which is rarely if 

ever visited by foreign birders. Everyone on the tour achieved their own personal targets in terms of 

lifers and Africa ticks; we recorded 200 species, more than ever before on a Rockjumper tour to 

Morocco, and we found no less than five species of national rarity. I think you can safely say the 

tour was a success! 

 

Annotated List of Birds Recorded (200 species) 

Nomenclature and taxonomy follows the IOC List. Please cite: Gill, F. and M. Wright. 2006. Birds 

of the World: Recommended English Names. Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press.  
 

Swans, Geese & Ducks Anatidae 
Common Shelduck    Tadorna tardona 
On our second visit to Merja Zerga we estimated that there was 1000 birds present, three flew north during 

our sea-watch at Asilah and 20 were seen at Sebkha Bou Areq. 

Ruddy Shelduck    Tadorna ferruginea 
A pair flew over the desert when we were on the Algerian border and a pair was found at Dayet Aaoua. 

Gadwall     Anas strepera 
Seen on five dates with a pair in the Zaer, 40 were seen at various sites north of Merdja Zerga, with 20 at a 

wetland near Mdiq. Ten were seen on both our visits to Dayet Aaoua. 

Eurasian Wigeon   Anas penelope 
Ten were seen at a wetland in the Zaer and a female was seen at Merja Khaloufa. 

Mallard     Anas platyrhynchos 
Recorded on eight dates during the tour in low numbers with up to 100 a day noted. 

Northern Shoveler    Anas clypeata 
Another species that was commonly recorded with birds being seen on eight dates during the tour with up to 

100 on six dates plus 300 on lakes north of Merja Zerga and 800 at a wetland on the outskirts of Mdiq. 

Northern Pintail    Anas acuta 
A female was seen at Oued Loukkos and 20 were counted at the wetland on the outskirts of Mdiq. 

Garganey     Anas querquedula  
15 were found at Oued Loukkos with a drake on our second visit, a male was seen on pools on the Asilah 
Plain, two flocks totalling 20 birds flew east into the Mediterranean during our sea-watch near Tangier port 

and a pair was found on the wetland on the outskirts of Mdiq. 

Eurasian Teal    Anas crecca 
Two were seen at Oued Loukkos, 80 were present on the wetland on the outskirts of Mdiq and six were 

found at Moulouya Marshes. 
NOTE: This species has been split into 2 species, the nominate Eurasian Teal (which is the one we recorded in Morocco) and 

Green-winged Teal A. Carolinensis. This split is not recognized by Clements. 

Marbled Duck    Marmaronetta augustirostris 
Six were seen at Oued Loukkos, with 15 there on our second visit and two were seen at Moulouya Marshes. 

Red-crested Pochard    Netta ruffina 
An impressive count of 150 on our second day with our first five at a wetland in the Zaer but with most at 

Sidi Bourhaba on the coast. Ten were at Oued Loukkos on our first visit with two pairs on our second visit. 

Two pairs were at the wetland on the outskirts of Mdiq and ten were found at Moulouya.   

Common Pochard   Aythya ferina 
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The first were three males at Sidi Bourhaba and these were followed by 20 on lakes north of Merja Zerga, 20 

at Moulouya with ten on each of our visits to Dayet Aaoua. 

Ferruginous Duck   Aythya nyroca 
Three males were seen at Merja Khaloufa with five the same afternoon at Oulad Sgher, both lakes north of 
Merja Zerga whilst up to 12 were noted on each of our visits to Dayet Aaoua.  

Tufted Duck    Aythya fuligula 
Our only record was of a male at Oulad Sgher. 

White-headed Duck   Oxyura leucocephala 
We found 20 at Sidi Bourhaba. 

 

Pheasants & Quails Phasianidae 
Barbary Partridge    Alectoris barbara 
We found ten in the Zaer region whilst searching for Double-spurred Francolin, two were seen at Oulad 
Sgher and two were flushed as we drove to Trois Fourches. 

Double-spurred Francolin  Pternistis bicalcaratus  
Despite working it hard we frustratingly we only heard this secretive species in the Zaer region. Nowadays 

due to hunting pressures this is an increasingly difficult species to see in Morocco. 

Common Quail    Coturnix coturnix 
Up to two were heard calling at unspecified sites whilst travelling on two dates. 
  

Petrels and Shearwaters Procellariidae 
Cory’s Shearwater   Calonectris borealis 
We recorded this species daily on the five dates we travelled along the coast of the Mediterranean and 

obtained some awesome views of many. Up to 60 on three dates but an impressive 2,200 were counted flying 

east into the Mediterranean as we sea-watched near Tangier and found a raft of 2,000 off the Chafarinas 
Islands, which lie just offshore from Ras el Ma. 

Balearic Shearwater   Puffinus mauretanicus 
We saw one distantly during a sea watch at Asilah and then saw a total of nine flying east during our sea 

watch near Tangier port. 

 

Grebes Podicipedidae 
Little Grebe     Tachybaptus ruficollis 
Up to 20 on four dates plus a count of 40 from the lakes north of Merja Zerga. 

Great Crested Grebe   Podiceps cristatus 
Up to 20 on five dates but by far the highest numbers were at Sebkha Bou Areq where we saw over 100. 

Black-necked Grebe    Podiceps nigricollis 
We saw 150 on our two visits to Dayet Aaoua many of which were in summer plumage. 

 

Flamingos Phoenicopteridae 
Greater Flamingo    Phoenicopterus ruber 
11 were at Lac de Sidi Bourhaba with 20 the same day at Merja Zerga with 15 at the latter site the following 
morning. 20 were seen during our sea-watch at Asilah, 50 were at the wetland on the outskirts of Mdiq and 

50 were found at Sebkha Bou Areq.  

 

Storks Ciconidae 
Black Stork     Ciconia nigra 
We found one at the Loukkos Marshes and another as we searched the Asilah plain in vain for Great Bustard. 

We also picked up three migrating towards Europe over Tangier during a heavy raptor movement.  

White Stork     Ciconia ciconia 
Recorded on nine dates during the tour with birds on nests in many towns and up to 400 a day logged. 

 

Ibises & Spoonbills Threskiornithidae 
Glossy Ibis    Plegadis falcinellus 
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We saw some impressive numbers of this species, especially at Oued Loukkos where we logged 800 on our 

first visit and 300 on our second with another 300 seen at Mdiq with up to 20 seen at a couple of other sites. 

Eurasian Spoonbill    Platalea leucorodia 
Four were seen distantly at Merja Zerga on our first visit and 15 were there the following day with 50 seen 
on our first visit to Oued Loukkos and 150 there on our second visit. Three small groups totalling ten flew 

north during our sea watch at Asilah and 20 were found as we searched Sebkha Bou Areq for Red-breasted 

Merganser. 

 

Herons, Egrets & Bitterns Ardeidae 
Eurasian Bittern   Botaurus stellaris 
One was seen very briefly by one client at Merja Zerga and we had brief views of two more at Moulouya. 

There have been 17 records of this species accepted by the Moroccan rarities committee. 

Night Heron     Nycticorax nycticorax 
Three adults were seen at Oued Loukkos and we saw another at dusk at Moulouya. 

Squacco Heron    Ardeola ralloides 
Four were seen at Oued Loukkos and six were seen at Merja Khaloufa. 

Western Cattle Egret   Bubulcus ibis 
A widely recorded species with up to 1000 seen on 11 days during the tour. 
NOTE: This group may be split into 2 species, the nominate Common Cattle Egret (which is what we recorded in Morocco) 
and the Asian / Australasian Eastern Cattle Egret E. coromanda. This split is as yet not recognized by Clements. 

Grey Heron     Ardea cinerea 
Recorded on eight dates during the tour with up to 50 a day seen. 

Great Egret    Ardea alba 

We recorded this former Moroccan national rarity on three occasions with one at Lac de Sidi Bourhaba and 
one at Oued Loukkos on both of our visits.  

Little Egret    Egretta garzetta 

Recorded on nine dates during the tour with up to 50 logged at favoured locations such as Merja Zerga and 

Oued Loukkos. 

 

Gannets Sulidae 
Northern Gannet    Morus bassanus 
About 20 were seen during our two sea watches at Asilah with a similar number during our sea watch near 
Tangier plus six on our first visit to Cap de Trois Fourches with 20 there the following day. 

 

Cormorants & Shags Phalacrocoracidae 
European Shag   Phalacrocorax aristotelis  
One of our main target birds and boy did we have to work hard for it, hence the number of sea watches we 

carried out. Eventually our perseverance paid off when we saw three off the Chafarinas Islands opposite Ras 

El Ma. This is another species that is now considered by the Moroccan rarities committee owing to its recent 

steep decline in numbers. 

Great Cormorant    Phalacrocorax carbo  
Recorded on ten dates during the tour, usually 30 or less being recorded but by far the largest numbers were 

at Oued Loukkos where we saw 500 on our first visit as birds came into roost with 100 there on our second 

visit. 

 

Ospreys Pandionidae 
Western Osprey    Pandion haliaetus 
Two were seen at Merja Zerga, one was seen at Oued Loukkos during our first visit, three were seen at the 

lakes north of Merja Zerga and one was seen at Sebkha Bou Areq.  
Note. IOC splits Osprey into two species Western Osprey Pandion haliaetus, which we saw and Eastern Osprey Pandion 

cristatus. This split is as yet not recognized by Clements. 

 

Hawks, Kites, Eagles & Vultures Accipitridae 
Black-winged Kite   Elanus caeruleus 
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We had two whilst driving south to Marrakech.  

Egyptian Vulture   Nephron percnopterus 
We saw two adults amongst migrating raptors near Jebel Musa, above Tangier Port. 

Griffon Vulture   Gyps fulvus 
We saw 20 plus flying north with other migrating raptors near Jebel Musa. 

Short-toed Snake Eagle   Circaetus gallicus 
We had a superb passage of this species near Jebel Musa with an estimated 100 flying north towards Spain 
during just an hour. Four more were seen near Dayet Aaoua and another flew over a rubbish dump south of 

Azrou. 

Spanish Imperial Eagle  Aquila adalberti 
This species was a completely unexpected bonus species and understandably so given that there are just four 

documented records for Morocco! We were therefore ecstatic (and that’s putting it mildly!) to discover a 
juvenile 12 kilometres south of Sidi Yahya in the Zaer Region. Not surprisingly this bird was voted bird of 

the trip. 

Golden Eagle     Aquila chrysaetos 
A real surprise was a second year bird that we saw on our way up to Oukaiimeden. Only the third time that 
this species has been recorded on a Rockjumper tour to Morocco.  

Bonelli’s Eagle    Aquila fasciata 
We continued Rockjumpers 100% record for this species on a Morocco tour when we saw one at Toufliht. 

Eurasian Sparrowhawk   Accipiter nisus 
Our first was a female at Merja Zerga followed by two at the lakes north of there, one over Jebel Musa and 

one as we drove from Chefchaouen towards the Mediterranean coast. Three were seen around Ifrane, one 

was at Dayet Aaoua, with another near Ifrane again but the highest count was at least six above Toufliht.  

Northern Goshawk    Accipiter gentilis 
One was seen by one of the crew about 80 kilometres east of Chefchaouen but we couldn’t find any at our 

usual site our way back to Marrakech.  

Western Marsh-Harrier   Circus aeruginosus 
This species was logged on ten dates at a number of locations with up 30 a day noted. That was except for 

the first day we did a sea watch at Asilah where in addition to the 30 or so we found on the Asilah Plain we 
also counted 70 flying north over the sea during a three hour sea watch. 

Hen Harrier     Circus cyaneus 
The first was a female that passed close by us on the Asilah Plain and the same day we picked up a male 

flying north with migrating Marsh Harriers over the sea at Asilah. A male flew north over Jebel Musa with 
Black Kites and a female was seen at Moulouya. A good selection of records for what is a scarce bird in 

Morocco.  

Red Kite    Milvus milvus 
One was seen by one of the group who got bored with the sea watching near Tangier port  

Black Kite    Milvus migrans 
We saw this species on eight dates and saw some very impressive numbers of birds grounded by the very 
strong easterly wind that we suffered at Asilah Plain where we estimated over a 1000 birds were sat on the 

ground sheltering. The following day another 700 were seen, again on the ground, as we travelled south from 

Larache and then the next day logged 800 heading out to Spain over Jebel Musa. Otherwise 100 or less 

logged. 

Long-legged Buzzard   Buteo rufinus 
One was seen on the Asilah Plain, another was seen 80 kilometres east of Chefchaouen, five and three were 

found on our two visits to an area just north of Azrou and one was seen above Toufliht. 

Common Buzzard    Buteo buteo 
One was seen in the Zaer region and another was with other raptors heading north over Jebel Musa. 

 

Rails, Gallinules & Coots Rallidae 
Water Rail     Rallus aquaticus 
One was heard calling at Sidi Bourhaba, one showed really well at Merja Zerga with others calling there and 

at least ten were heard calling at dusk at Moulouya. 

Spotted Crake    Porzana porzana 
One seen at Oued Loukkos was a rather unexpected discovery. 
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Purple Swamphen    Porphyrio porphyrio 
Another of our target birds, which we found with surprising ease at Oued Loukkos where we had ten on our 

first visit and three on our second. We also hear three calling at dusk at Moulouya. 

Common Moorhen    Gallinula chloropus 
One to three birds were seen on four dates during the tour at various locations. 

Red-knobbed Coot    Fulica cristata 
20 were found at Sidi Bourhaba, 100 were logged on both our visits to Oued Loukkos and similar numbers 
were encountered at Dayet Aaoua. 

Eurasian Coot    Fulica atra 
This species was seen on six dates during the tour with the highest numbers being 150 at Merja Zerga, 400 at 

Oued Loukkos marshes and 300 at Sebkha Bou Areq. 

 

Cranes Gruidae 
Common Crane    Grus grus 
70 were seen at the Asilah plain as were scoured the area in vain for Bustards. 

 

Stone-Curlews, Thick-knees Burhinidae 
Eurasian Stone Curlew   Burhinus oedicnemus 
Three were found as we searched the Zaer region for Double-spurred Francolin, we heard several calling at a 
wooded area on the outskirts of Larache and found nine at the wetland on the outskirts of Mdiq. 
 

Oystercatchers Haematopididae 
Eurasian Oystercatcher   Haematopus ostralegus 
One flew north during our first sea watch at Asilah as did another the following day. 

 

Stilts & Avocets Recurvirostridae 
Black-winged Stilt    Himantopus himantopus 
We saw this species on seven dates with up to 60 a day recorded from sites such as Merja Zerga, Oued 

Loukkos Marshes, the Asilah plain, and the lakes north of Merja Zerga, the wetland on the outskirts of Mdiq, 
Sebkha Bou Areq and Dayet Aaoua. 

Pied Avocet    Recurvirostra avosetta 
Merja Zerga held large numbers of this species with 500 on each of our visits but the only other site to hold 

any was the Oued Loukkos Marshes where we found two. 

 

Plovers & Lapwings Charadriidae 
Northern Lapwing      Vanellus vanellus 
12 were found at Merja Zerga and we found another at Merja Khaloufa. 

Golden Plover     Pluvialis apricaria 
This species was conspicuously absent during the tour and given that this was a target bird we were fortunate 

to drop on one near Nador.  

Black-bellied (Grey) Plover   Pluvialis squatarola 
At Merja Zerga we found a flock of 1000 and we saw some more there the following day but the only other 

ones we saw were ten at Sebkha Bou Areq. 

Common Ringed Plover   Charadrius hiaticula 
We heard one at Merja Zerga, one was seen at Oued Loukkos Marshes and ten were present at Sebkha Bou 

Areq. 

Little Ringed Plover    Charadrius dubius 
Up to ten were seen on six dates during the tour but the highest count was 20 at the wetland on the outskirts 

of Mdiq. 

Kentish Plover    Charadrius alexandrinus 
Five were found on the Asilah Plain, one flew north during a sea watch at Asilah with at Oued Loukkos, but 

the highest count was at Sebkha Bou Areq where we saw about 50. 
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Sandpipers & Allies Scolopacidae 
Common Snipe   Gallinago gallinago 
Up to four seen on five dates but the highest count was 15 at the wetland on the outskirts of Mdiq. 

Black-tailed Godwit   Limosa limosa 
We found ten at Merja Zerga and then 50 at Oued Loukkos Marshes with 30 more seen at the wetland at 

Mdiq. Our last birds were singletons at Oulad Sgher and Sebkha Bou Areq. 

Bar-tailed Godwit   Limosa lapponica 
200 were present at Merja Zerga. 

Whimbrel    Numenius phaeopus 
Two were found on the beach at Asilah. 

Eurasian Curlew    Numenius arquata 
20 were seen at Merja Zerga, six were seen at the estuary at Pont Mohammed, three were seen on each of our 

visits to the Oued Loukkos Marshes and our last was at the wetland on the outskirts of Mdiq. 

Spotted Redshank    Tringa erythropus 
We heard one calling at Merja Zerga and saw another at Oued Loukkos Marshes. 

Common Redshank    Tringa totanus 
Logged on six dates during the tour with 50 or more noted on flooded farmland south of Larache. Otherwise 
ten or less at most wetlands. 

Marsh Sandpiper    Tringa stagnatalis 
We only saw one on the tour at Oued Loukkos Marshes. 

Common Greenshank   Tringa nebularia 
We found ten at Merja Zerga on our first visit with one there the following morning and later the same day 

another 20 were counted at Oued Loukkos Marshes. We had a good count of 25 on a pond at Asilah Plain 
with 20 again noted on our second visit to Oued Loukkos Marshes and one was seen at Sebkha Bou Areq. 

Green Sandpiper    Tringa ochropus 
We heard one at Merja Zerga; found five at Oued Loukkos Marshes on our first visit with another there on 

our second visit. Four were found at Sebkha Bou Areq and we saw two more at Dayet Aaoua.  

Wood Sandpiper    Tringa glareola 
Four were seen at Oued Loukkos Marshes and two more were seen at the wetland near Mdiq.  

Common Sandpiper    Actitis hypoleucos 
Surprisingly scarce on this tour with just four at Oued Loukkos Marshes on our first visit with one there on 

our second visit. The only other birds were seen at Sebkha Bou Areq. 

Ruddy Turnstone    Arenaria interpres 
We counted 40 at Merja Zerga and had up to ten on our two sea watches at Asilah. Ten more were found at 

Sebkha Bou Areq.  

Red Knot     Calidris canutus 
One was found amongst the throngs of waders at Merja Zerga. 

Sanderling     Calidris alba 
20 were seen on the beach at Larache, ten were seen at Asilah with 30 on a pool at the mouth of Oued 

Loukkos on the same day and 20 were encountered at Sebkha Bou Areq. 

Little Stint     Calidris minuta 
We found two at Oued Loukkos Marshes and we saw around 50 at Sebkha Bou Areq. 

Dunlin      Calidris alpina 
200 were with other waders at Merja Zerga with some noted there the following morning and 50 were found 
at Sebkha Bou Areq. 

Ruff     Philomachus pugnax 
100 were seen at Oued Loukkos Marshes on both our visits but the only other bird we saw was at Merja 

Khaloufa. 
 

Gulls, Terns and Skimmers Laridae 
Slender-billed Gull    Chroicocephalus genei 
Recorded on just three dates with four at Merja Zerga on our first visit, four on the beach at Pont Mohammed 

and 50 around Sebkha Bou Areq.  

Black-headed Gull    Chroicocephalus ridibundus 
Recorded on the first eight days of the tour as we travelled around the coast with up to 300 a day noted. 
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Audouin’s Gull    Ichthyaetus audouinii 
This attractive gull was refreshingly common with sightings on seven out of the first eight days of the tour. 

Our first were six during our first sea watch at Casablanca on day one followed by 12 during a short sea 

watch at Kenitra. 60 were seen at Asilah with 20 there during a sea watch the following day with 20 later that 
day at Merja Khaloufa. By far our highest count was during our sea watch near Tangier Port where we 

logged 250 after which we had 15 at Cap de Trois Fourches and 30 at Sebkha Bou Areq. 

Mediterranean Gull    Ichthyaetus melanocephalus 
We saw 12 during our first sea watch at Casablanca and found a first winter at Larache. Ten were seen on the 

beach at Asilah with another ten north during our first sea watch there. Seven flew north during our second 
sea watch at Asilah, 18 past us as we sea watched near Tangier Port, an adult was seen at Cap de Trois 

Fourches and 30 were found at Sebkha Bou Areq.  

Yellow-legged Gull    Larus michahellis 
A commonly encountered species seen on seven out of the first eight days of the tour as we travelled around 

the coast. 

Lesser Black-backed Gull   Larus fuscus 
Like the above species only seen on the coast with up to 300 logged during the first eight days of the tour.  

Caspian Tern     Hydroprogne caspia 
20 were seen on our first visit to Oued Loukkos Marshes, three flew north during our first sea watch at 

Asilah and another was seen at Pont Mohammed. Two were seen on our second visit to Oued Loukkos 

Marshes and one was found at Sebkha Bou Areq. 

Sandwich Tern    Thalasseus sandvicensis 
Up to 13 were logged on seven of the first eight days of the tour but there was a higher count of 25 from our 

sea watch at Tangier port.  

 

Skuas Sternidae 
Great Skua     Stercorarius skua 
We encountered this species more than we anticipated with our five logged during our first sea watch at 
Casablanca. Eight flew north during our first sea watch at Asilah and 14 flew north during the following 

mornings sea watch. We saw one from our lunchtime restaurant near Nador and another from cap de Trois 

Fourches. Finally was saw two around the Chafarinas Islands. 

Arctic Skua     Stercorarius parasiticus 
One flew north past Asilah and we saw another fly into the Mediterranean past our sea watching position 
near Tangier Port. 

  

Sandgrouse Pteroclidae 
Pin-tailed Sandgrouse   Pterocles alchata 
This was one of our big trip targets and was one of the reasons why we travelled down the Algerian border. 

We first encountered total of 50 about 25 kilometres south of Ain Benimather and found another 55 80 

kilometres north of Bouarfa. 

 

Doves & Pigeons Columbidae 
Rock Dove     Columba livia 
Recorded every day in all towns. 

Stock Dove     Columba oenas 
We searched and searched for this species around Azrou and Ifrane without success but were then rewarded 

with two at Toufliht, although not all the group managed to connect with them. 

Common Wood-Pigeon   Columba palumbus 
As its name suggests this species was common with log entries on eight dates with 100 noted in the Toufliht 

area. 

Eurasian Collared-Dove   Streptopelia decaocto 
A common resident that was recorded daily in all towns. 

Laughing Dove    Spilopelia senegalensis 
About five were around Merja Zerga, two were seen at Merja Khaloufa and one was seen whilst travelling 
around Sebkha Bou Areq. 
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Owls Strigidae 
Tawny Owl     Strix aluco 
Having failed to see this species at our stakeout near Oukaiimeden on our previous tour because of the 

inclement weather it was a relief when a male responded on the final evening of our tour, allowing at least 
two of the group to attain the number of lifers they hoped for on this tour. 

Little Owl     Athene noctua 
These endearing little owls are quite common in Morocco and we saw up to three on seven dates. The first 

was a pair as we travelled north from Merja Zerga, followed by three at Cap de Trois Fourches. The rest of 

our sightings came as we travelled through the east of the country or back to Fes. 

Long-eared Owl    Asio otus 
David’s obsession with this species finally paid off and thankfully we no longer have to check every tiny 

patch of woodland for this species! We were south of Ain Benimather when he suggested that we check a 

stand of woodland and blow me down it paid off as we flushed a pair and eventually after much stalking we 
obtained great views of one. And now hopefully we have a stakeout for this difficult bird in Africa.  

Short-eared Owl    Asio flammeus 
Although a potential target this species is one that requires a description for the national rarities committee, 

but even so it was one that I hoped we would find. Hats off to John then for picking one up migration 

northwards over the sea at Asilah in a very strong easterly. Initially it was a brief view just by John but we 
quickly changed position and the strong wind worked in our favour as the bird was soon picked up enabling 

everyone to see the bird, which is a very difficult species to see in Africa. By the end of 2013 there had been 

just 27 records (of 31 birds) for the country so another quality find by our group.  
   

Swifts Apopidae 
Alpine Swift     Tachymarptis melba 
Ten were seen over the Panorama Hotel in Azrou on the two days that we visited there. 

Common Swift   Apus apus 
One was seen flying north during our first sea watch at Asilah. 

Pallid Swift     Apus pallidus 
Ten were seen over Casablanca on our arrival day but they proved to be the only ones on the tour. 

Little Swift     Apus affinis 
We struggled to connect with this species and the only ones we saw were ten north of Merja Zerga. 
  

Kingfishers Alcedinidae 
Common Kingfisher    Alcedo atthis 
Two were seen at Oued Loukkos Marshes and birds were heard only on two more dates. 

 

Hoopoes Upupidae 
Eurasian Hoopoe    Upupa epops 
This common Mediterranean species was recorded on six dates, usually whilst driving with up to six a day 

noted. 
Clements only recognizes two species of Hoopoe; Eurasian U. epops and Madagascar U. marginata. One further species, is 

widely recognized namely African U. africana and a 4th is sometime recognized, West/Central African U. senegalensis. We 
only recorded the nominate Palaearctic form U. e. epops. 

 

Woodpeckers & Allies Picidae 
Great Spotted Woodpecker   Dendrocopus major 
We heard one calling 80 kilometres east of Chefchaouen, then saw two on our first visit to Dayet Aaoua with 
three there the following morning whilst our last was a female at Toufliht. 

Levaillant’s Woodpecker   Picus vaillantii 
We heard one calling loudly 80 Kilometres east of Chefchaouen and saw a dead one on the road as we drove 

south from Oujda. Then we heard another calling at Dayet Aaoua on our first visit, seeing two and hearing 

more on our second visit after which one was seen at Toufliht. Endemic to north-west Africa. 
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Falcons & Caracaras Falconidae 
Eurasian Kestrel    Falco tinnunculus 
Very common and seen frequently when travelling with log entries on 11 dates. Usually singles or pairs but 

75 were counted flying north during our first sea watch in a strong easterly wind at Asilah and what I assume 

was a migrating flock of 25 was seen over Azrou. Impressive numbers indeed. 
NOTE: Some authorities split including IOC this species into Common Kestrel, F. tinnunculus which we observed (occurring 
in East Africa and the Palaearctic region) and Rock Kestrel, F. rupicolus that occurs in Southern Africa. Clements does not 

as yet recognize these splits. 

Lanner Falcon   Falco biarmicus 
We spent a good hour or more at a rubbish dump south of Azrou looking for Red Kite, which we failed to 

see but we were rewarded with a juvenile of this species which flew over a couple of times.  

Peregrine Falcon   Falco peregrinus 
One was seen during our second sea watch at Asilah, another gave exceptional views over our sea watching 
position near Tangier port and we had further great views of a pair at Cap de Trois Fourches. 

 

Bushshrikes Malaconotidae 
Black-crowned Tchagra   Tchagra senegalus 
One showed, albeit not very well, at the Double-spurred Francolin stakeout in the Zaer region with at least 

another calling nearby. Nice to see this species away from our normal stakeout at Oued Massa. 

 

Shrikes Laniidae 
Southern Grey Shrike   Lanius meridionalis 
Up to three were seen on seven dates during the tour, mainly from the vehicle as we were travelling. All 
birds were probably of the coastal algeriensis. 
NOTE: This complex, which used to be lumped with Northern Shrike L. excubitor, is being considered for further splitting. 

These splits would include the nominate Southern Grey Shrike, the migrant Steppe Shrike (L. pallidirostris) and Saharan 
Shrike (L. leucopygos) which is the form we recorded in Morocco during our tour. Clements recognizes the split from 

Northern Shrike but not the further splits of the Southern Grey Shrike group. Further compounding the confusion the Collins 
Field Guide lumps Southern Grey Shrike with Northern Shrike (Lanius excubitor) but splits off Lanius Meridionalis as a 

separate species Iberian Grey Shrike. There is clearly much work to be done with this group of birds.  

Woodchat Shrike    Lanius senator 
Two were seen by David as we travelled along the new motorway from Ifrane towards Fes. 

 

Crows, Jays & Magpies Corvidae 
Eurasian Jay     Garrulus glandarius 
Not a regularly encountered bird on the standard Morocco tour but on this tour we saw two at our stop 80 

kilometres east of Chefchaouen, four on our two visits to Dayet Aaoua and four more at Toufliht, which was 
a pretty good haul. 

Eurasian Magpie    Pica pica  
We saw about four at Lac de Sidi Bourhaba, another in the Azrou area and two more and two more as we 

approached Marrakech from the north. This race has a striking area of blue around the eye. 
NOTE: There is a possibility that this species could be considered for splitting into several species and if this is the case then 

the subspecies we recorded could be elevated to a full species known as Maghreb Magpie Pica mauritanica. This possible 

split is accepted by neither the IOC nor Clements. 

Red-billed Chough    Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 
We saw two on a coastal cliff face at Al Hoceima, which was fortunate as we saw no Choughs of any sort at 

Oukaiimeden, our usual site. 

Western Jackdaw    Coleous monedula 
This species was far more common than expected with up to 300 logged on eight dates at many sites along 
the Mediterranean coast and Tangier peninsular. 

Brown-necked Raven   Corvus ruficollis 
We saw two in the desert 25 kilometres south of Ain Benimather.  

Northern (Common) Raven   Corvus corax 
This species was often seen as we travelling with up to ten a day on six dates but by far the largest 

concentration was at a rubbish dump south of Azrou. 
 



RBT Morocco Trip Report 2015 

 

 

 

19 

Tits Paridae 
Coal Tit     Periparus ater 

Two were found at Dayet Aaoua with one heard there the following day and two more were seen just 

before our lunch at Toufliht. 
African Blue Tit    Cyanistes teneriffae 
A regularly encountered species with up to four on eight dates although they were more plentiful at Dayet 

Aaoua where we saw about ten. 

Great Tit     Paris major 
We logged this species on six dates with most being seen at Dayet Aaoua where we logged four on each of 

our visits. 
 

Larks Alaudidae 
Greater Hoopoe-Lark   Alaemon alaudipes 
Ten were found in the desert south of Ain Benimather one or two of which were singing and displaying. 

Wood Lark     Lullula arborea 
Three were found when we stopped 80 kilometres east of Chefchaouen and we found three more north of 

Azrou with several more heard singing in that locality. 

Thekla Lark     Galerida theklae 
This lark is more common at higher levels than Crested Lark and we recorded ten as we travelled south from 

Oujda along the Algerian border, two were seen north of Azrou and six were seen north of Ifrane. 

Crested Lark     Galerida cristata 
A common & widespread lark that we saw on every day of the tour. 

Maghreb Lark   Galerida macrorhyncha 
We saw one of recently split species (from Crested Lark) in the desert 80 kilometres north of Bouarfa on the 
Algerian border.  
NOTE: Clements lumps this species with Crested Lark but the IOC accepts it as a valid species. 

Horned (Shore) Lark    Eremophila alepstris 
We had awesome looks at this species but it was just the one bird at Oukaiimeden. 

Temminck’s Lark    Eremophila bilopha 
10 were found in the desert south of Ain Benimather. 

Dupont’s Lark    Chersophilus duponti 
David heard one briefly in the desert 25 kilometres south of Ain Benimather but not surprisingly given the 

time of day we couldn’t locate it. 

Calandra Lark    Melanocorphya calandra 
This lark was starting to cause us concern as we really struggled to find any along the Mediterranean coast 

where we saw plenty of likely habitat. Then when least expected we found about 30 singing and displaying 
in the vicinity of Ain Benimather. The only other birds we saw were two as we travelled out of Oujda and 

another as we approached Marrakech. 

Lesser Short-toed Lark   Alaudala rufescens 
We found 20 in the desert south of Ain Benimather, many of which were singing. 

 

Bulbuls Pycnonotidae 
Common Bulbul    Pycnonotus barbatus 
Recorded throughout Morocco in many places with up to six seen on nine dates. 
NOTE: Another very confusing polytypic species complex. Several Asian and African forms have already been recognized as 
distinct species within the super-species. Several other forms may be recognized as distinct once genetic analysis and further 

study is completed. 

 

Swallows Hirundinidae 
Plain Martin (Bank Swallow) Riparia palidicola 
We were rather surprised to find 30 at Oued Loukkos Marshes on our first visit but could only find one on 
our second.  

Sand Martin (Bank Swallow)  Riparia riparia 
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We found 20 at Oued Loukkos Marshes, counted ten flying north during a sea watch at Asilah and found ten 

more at Moulouya. 

Barn Swallow     Hirundo rustica 
Recorded on ten dates with literally thousands noted pouring north over the Tangier peninsular during the 
early part of the tour.  

Eurasian Crag-Martin   Ptyonoprogne rupestris 
One was seen very briefly in a town called Tendrara where we had called for coffee. 

House Martin     Delichon urbicum 
Ten flew north during a sea watch at Asilah with another there the following day. 

Red-rumped Swallow   Cecropis daurica 
Rather surprisingly we recorded ten flying north during our first sea watch at Asilah and found two more as 

we drove up to Oukaiimeden. 

 

Cettia Bush Warblers and allies Cettidae 
Cetti’s Warbler    Cettia cetti 

We heard this species singing on six dates during the tour but never really made the effort to get views of 

one. 

 

Leaf Warblers and allies Phylloscopidae 
Common Chiffchaff    Phylloscopus collybita 
Small numbers were seen on eight dates with up to ten a day logged. 
NOTE: Most authorities split; including Clements have split the Chiffchaff complex into 4 full species. The nominate form 

which we recorded is known as Common Chiffchaff P. collybita. 
 

Reed Warblers and allies Cisticolidae 
Moustached Warbler   Acrocephalus schoenobaenus 

This was another of our big targets and they fell surprisingly easily when we saw two without really trying 

on each of our visits to Oued Loukkos Marshes and another was seen by one client at Moulouya. 
Sedge Warbler    Acrocephalus schoenobaenus 

We were very lucky to find one at Oued Loukkos Marshes. 

Reed Warbler    Acrocephalus scirpaceus 

We heard this species on both our visits to Oued Loukkos Marshes and again at Moulouya. 
 

Grassbirds and allies Locustellidae 
Savi’s Warbler    Locustella luscinioides 

Although this species was a target and was the reason for our visit to Moulouya I thought we would be too 
early in the spring for them to have arrived. Imagine our joy then when we arrived there, got out of the bus 

and immediately heard one singing, which after a few fraught minutes eventually put itself in such a position 

that all could view it. A second, more distant bird was also heard singing there. 

 

Cisticolas and allies Acrocephalidae 
Zitting Cisticola   Cisticola juncidis 

A commonly encountered species with log entries for seven dates. Merdja Zerga was the best area for them 

and we saw at least ten there. 
 

Sylviid Babblers Sylviidae 
Eurasian Blackcap    Sylvia atricapilla 
Six were seen in the Zaer region and six were seen north of Azrou with two there the following morning 

whilst others were heard singing on two more dates. 

Subalpine Warbler    Sylvia cantillans 
We found one at Merja Zerga, an event that made one client very happy indeed. 

Sardinian Warbler    Sylvia melanocephala 
We recorded this species on nine dates during the tour at various locations with up to six a day encountered.  
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Kinglets Regulidae 
Common Firecrest    Regulus ignicapillus 
We saw two at Dayet Aaoua and found another north of Azrou. 

 

Wrens Troglodytidae 
Eurasian Wren    Troglodytes troglodytes 
Although we heard this skulking species on five dates, the only one we saw was at Dayet Aaoua. 

 

Nuthatches Sittidae 
Eurasian Nuthatch    Sitta europea 
Our first two were at a chance stop 80 kilometres east of Chefchaouen and then we saw one at Dayet Aaoua 

on our first visit with two there on our second visit. 

 

Creepers Certhiidae 
Short-toed Treecreeper   Certhia brachydactyla 
One was seen in woodland on the outskirts of Larache as we tried for owls at dusk, up to three were seen on 

our two visits to Dayet Aaoua and one was seen at Toufliht. 
 

Penduline-Tits Remizidae 
Eurasian Penduline-Tit  Remiz pendulinus 
Despite this species being a target I always thought it was a far-fetched one given that it is Moroccan 

national rarity. However I had a theory that whilst they are rare they are probably overlooked. At Oued 

Loukkos Marshes the habitat looked perfect for this species so I played the call fairly frequently and wow it 
worked! One popped up right in front of us and gave excellent views, what a result! (Since our tour I have 

discovered a paper on a Moroccan website that details the results of a ringing project at the Smir wetlands 

between 2004 and 2008. During this project 50 individuals were ringed, which rather backs up the theory 
that this species is overlooked. It is however still a fantastic bird to see in Africa and is still a species 

considered by the Moroccan rarities committee). 

 

Starlings Sturnidae 
Common Starling    Sturnus vulgaris 
A flock of 100 was at the Double-spurred Francolin site in the Zaer region with ten on our two visits to 
Merja Zerga. 

Spotless Starling    Sturnus unicolor 
Up to 100 were seen on eight dates during the tour but by far the largest flock was at the rubbish tip south of 

Azrou where we estimated 2000 to be present. 

 

Thrushes & Allies Turdidae 
Common (Eurasian) Blackbird  Turdus merula 
A common species that was seen daily throughout the tour with up to 50 a day recorded. 

Song Thrush     Turdus philomelos 
Three were seen in the Zaer region, one was seen at Jebel Musa, two were found at Dayet Aaoua with two as 

we travelled up to Oukaiimeden. 

Mistle Thrush    Turdus viscivorus 
Six were seen north of Ifrane and four were found Dayet Aaoua.  

 

Chats, Old World Flycatchers Muscicapidae 
European Robin    Erithacus rubecula 
We recorded this charming chat on nine dates during the tour.  

Black Redstart    Phoenicurus ochruros 
Although we didn’t see many we did record this species on eight dates during the tour. 

Common Redstart    Phoenicurus phoenicurus 
We found an elusive male at our Long-eared Owl site south of Ain Benimather 
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Moussier’s Redstart    Phoenicurus moussieri 
This beautiful north-west African endemic was first seen in the desert south of Ain Benimather where we 

found a female. Then two were seen at Dayet Aaoua on both our visits and two were found as we started our 

climb to Oukaiimeden. 

Blue Rock-Thrush    Monticola solitarius 
We recorded this species on five dates but the only locations recorded were Cap de Trois Fourches where we 
saw one male on each of our visits. I assume the others were seen as we were travelling. 

European (Common) Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola 
We recorded this species on seven dates with most (ten) at Merja Zerga on both our visits. 

Northern Wheatear    Oenanthe Oenanthe 
We found a male at Oued Loukkos Marshes and saw another bird south of Ain Benimather. 

Desert Wheatear    Oenanthe deserti 
We found ten in the desert south of Ain Benimather 

Red-rumped Wheatear   Oenanthe moesta 
Three males and a female were found in the desert south Ain Benimather. 

Black Wheatear    Oenanthe leucura 
Two were seen on our first trip to Cap de Trois Fourches with one there the following day. Another was seen 

as we travelled south towards Ain Benimather and another was seen on the way up to Oukaiimeden. 

 

Dippers Cinclidae 
White-throated Dipper   Cinclus cinclus 
A pair was seen well on the stream below the dam at Oukaiimeden at our regular stakeout. 

 

Old World Sparrows Passeridae 
House Sparrow    Passer domesticus 
As to be expected a common species that was seen on all dates during the tour. 

Spanish Sparrow    Passer hispaniolensis 
A flock of 20 was found at Oued Loukkos Marshes and 20 more were seen on the Asilah Plain. 

Rock Petronia    Petronia petronia 
Two were seen on the lighthouse at Cap de Trois Fourches and found a flock of 80 at the ski resort at 

Oukaiimeden where we obtained good views. 

 

Wagtails & Pipits Motacillidae 
Yellow Wagtail    Motacilla flava 
Good numbers were seen at various wetlands with ten at Merja Zerga and 20 at Oued Loukkos Marshes. Ten 
were seen on the Asilah plain, 20 were seen on our second visit to Oued Loukkos Marshes and 40 were 

present at the wetland on the outskirts of Mdiq. Our last birds were seen Moulouya where we recorded about 

ten birds. 

Grey Wagtail     Motacilla cinerea 
Two were seen on the road up to Oukaiimeden. 

White Wagtail    Motacilla alba 
This species was a very common bird during the tour with up to 60 birds seen daily. 

Meadow Pipit     Anthus pratensis 

Another species commonly encountered on the tour with up to 30 logged on nine dates. 
Water Pipit     Anthus spinoletta 

One gave us the run around at Sebkha Bou Areq but eventually we got good views and another flew over the 

Moulouya Marshes. 

 

Siskins, Crossbills & Allies Fringillidae 
Common Chaffinch    Fringilla coelebs 
We recorded this species on nine dates with birds with up to 40 a day logged. Most birds we recorded birds 

were of the green backed African race F.c.africana but at Oukaiimeden we did see 20 of the brown backed 

European race F.c.coelebs. 

Hawfinch     Coccothraustes coccothraustes 
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Two birds seen during a roadside stop east of Chefchaouen were a bit of a surprise as were the ten or so that 

we saw at Dayet Aaoua. 

Crimson-winged Finch   Rhodopechys alienus 
There had been quite a lot of snow at Oukaiimeden on the preceding tour but most of it had gone by the time 
we got there. Thankfully this species remained in good numbers and we saw a flock of 40. 
IOC splits this species from the Asiatic form giving African Crimson Winged Finch the scientific name Rhodopechys alienus. 

This split is as yet not recognized by Clements. 

European Greenfinch   Chloris chloris 
Up to six were logged on five dates during the tour with our first in the Zaer region. One was found on the 

Asilah plain and six were at Oued Loukkos Marshes. Two were at Dayet Aaoua and a male was singing at 

Toufliht. 

Common Linnet    Linaria cannabina 
Recorded on nine dates during the tour with up to 40 a day seen.  

Red Crossbill     Loxia curvirostra 
A male and female were seen at Dayet Aaoua and a male and two females were found at Toufliht. 

European Goldfinch    Carduelis carduelis 
This gorgeous species was encountered on eight dates with up to 20 a day seen. 

European Serin    Serinus serinus 

Recorded on 11 dates with up to ten seen on those dates. Not a difficult species to see as they were often 

encountered singing at roadside stops.  

 

Buntings Emberizidae 
Corn Bunting     Emberiza calandra 
Very common in the Zaer region, on the Asilah plain and also around the lakes north of Merja Zerga where 
we recorded up to 50 with 30 logged as we travelled south from Fes. 

Rock Bunting     Emberiza cia 
We only found this species at Oukaiimeden where we found three. 

Cirl Bunting     Emberiza cirlus 
Three were seen at a site north of Azrou, four were noted at Dayet Aaoua and one was heard singing at 

Toufliht. 

House Bunting    Emberiza sahari 
This species was recorded on just three dates with the first at the Panorama Hotel, Azrou followed by three at 
a site north of Azrou with two at seen at Toufliht. 

Common Reed Bunting   Emberiza schoeniclus 
This species was another of our targets yet our contacts had warned that it was an inexplicably difficult 

species to seen in Morocco. Well the Gods were smiling on us for we found a loose group of 15 at Merja 

Zerga, thus bagging a very good Africa tick. 

 

Annotated List of Mammals Recorded 
Nomenclature and taxonomy follows J. Kingdom, The Kingdon Field guide to African Mammals (1997) 

Academic Press. 

 

Ground Squirrels Rodentia 
Barbary Ground-Squirrel   Alantocerus getulus 
Three were seen at Oukaiimeden. 

 

Old World Monkeys Cercopithidae 
Barbary Macaque    Macaca sylvanlus 
Ten were seen near Azrou, unfortunately they were surrounded by local tourists that didn’t respect them as 

wild animals. 

 

Marine Dolphins Delphinidae 
Common Bottle-nosed Dolphin Tursiops truncates 
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Four were watched passing our sea watching position near Tangier Port, six were seen on our first visit to 

Cap de Trois Fourches with two there the following morning. 

 

Annotated List of Reptiles Recorded 
Mediterranean Turtle   Maureemys leprosa 
We found 30 at Oued Loukkos Marshes.  

Spur-thighed Tortoise   Testudo graeca 

Two were seen as we travelled between Chefchaouen and Cap de Trois Fourches. 
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