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Crowned Sandgrouse by Glen Valentine 

 

Tour Leaders: Mark Beevers and Glen Valentine 

Trip  Report Compiled by Mark Beevers 
 

Day one, and before first light we were on our way out of Marrakech and heading for the snow-covered 

High Atlas that lay in front of us as dawn broke. It was immediately obvious that there had been heavy 

snowfall recently, as the High Atlas mountains were covered in the white stuff, and I immediately 

wondered how this would impact our chances of seeing some of our targets. Our first stop was at Ait 
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Ourir, where we sometimes find Western 

(Eurasian) Jackdaws, here at the southern 

end of their range. This wasnôt to be the case 

this year, but we did find 40 Cattle Egrets 

on the river, along with a female Common 

Stonechat. Our first stop on our ascent to 

Oukaiimeden produced a lovely pair of 

Moussierôs Redstart, along with a mixed 

flock of Crag and House Martins and a pair 

of Cirl Buntings. 

 

Continuing up the valley, our second 

roadside stop produced both Levaillantôs 

Woodpecker and Great Spotted 

Woodpecker, along with a female 

Moussierôs Redstart. I then picked up the 

call of a Firecrest, here at a new location for them. It wasnôt long before the group was having point-

blank views of this gorgeous little species, which is always a favourite on the tour. As we neared the top 

of the road, a Bonelliôs Eagle flew over, followed shortly after by our first Long-legged Buzzard of the 

tour. Not much further on, and at our scheduled stop, we soon found a Mistle Thrush, several Coal Tits 

and a very elusive Hawfinch, which only gave itself up to a few. Moving on to the ski-resort, we quickly 

added Red-billed and Alpine Choughs to the list, as another Long-legged Buzzard appeared overhead.  

 

We went to a local café for lunch, but despite 

the amount of snow it was warm in the sun, 

so we elected to eat our first tajines outside. 

After a very nice meal, we set about trying to 

find our targets; and as alluded to earlier, my 

concerns about the amount of snow were 

soon realised. Firstly, there was a lot of snow 

and the knock-on effect, given that it is a ski 

resort, is that there was an awful lot of people. 

Even so, both species of chough continued to 

put on a good show, and a couple of Long-

legged Buzzards gave great perched views. 

All very nice, but what of the targets? African 

Crimson-winged Finches were soon notched 

up, but we couldnôt find any Horned Larks or 

any of the brown-backed migrant European 

race of Common Chaffinch ï and I suspect the amount of the snow was the reason, rather than the 

number of people present. We decided to try for Ring Ouzel and Alpine Accentor, but failed with both. 

Though, on the walk up (too much snow to drive up), we did find a several Black Wheatears, three Black 

Redstarts and about ten Rock Sparrows. We bumped into another tour group who told us where they had 

seen a single Horned Lark, so we decided to go try for that. It wasnôt long before we were having great 

looks at our only one of the trip. The weather was getting worse, so it was time to start going down the 

hill , but not before we stopped for looks at the local pair of White-throated Dippers, which duly obliged, 

as did two pairs of Alpine Accentors, here much lower than usual. That was it, day one over. Reasonably 

Horned Lark by Clayton Burne  

Moussierôs Redstart by Glen Valentine 
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satisfied with our efforts given the weather and crowds, we dropped down the hill to our newly discovered 

and rather nice hotel for the night.  

 

Day two of the tour is always a long day, as 

we relocate to Agadir some 450 kilometres 

away, but at least it allows for the tired 

traveller to catch up on some sleep. Still, itôs 

not all driving, and our day was to be 

punctuated with numerous roadside stops, 

the first of which was for a very showy male 

Levaillantôs Woodpecker that posed well for 

the assembled crowd below him. Continuing 

on our way, we soon started to see Crested 

Larks, and as we came into Asni we saw our 

first White Stork nests. We didnôt stop for 

either, as we were sure to see many more 

during the tour. Our first scheduled stop was 

at a derelict lodge (and overgrown garden) in 

the small town of Ouirgane. After a bit of searching, we found a cooperative pair of Hawfinches and a 

pair of rarely encountered Eurasian Siskins. A Grey Wagtail, male Blackcap, a couple of African Blue 

Tits and a couple of House Buntings kept us occupied whilst we searched for the Hawfinches, but once 

they were in the bag we were off heading towards the wonderfully scenic Tiz-n-Test pass. 

 

As we travelled up the lower section of the pass, we encountered a Eurasian Sparrowhawk and some 

Eurasian Crag Martins; and then we stopped for a quick look at the 11th-century Tinmal Mosque. A quick 

stop shortly after leaving the mosque produced another sparrowhawk, and our only Song Thrushes of the 

trip. Onwards and upwards, we carried on, passing a female Blue Rock Thrush and then stopping for a 

distant view of an immature Golden Eagle ï another species which is always great to get on the list. We 

used to stop at the top of the pass for one 

reason, to take photos of the winding road 

below us, but over recent tours the stop has 

become very relevant for other reasons, 

namely the opportunity to search for Ring 

Ouzel and Aoudad, which is the local name 

for Barbary Sheep. We quickly found three 

Ring Ouzels, which showed well, and also 

picked up Eurasian Jay, Coal Tit and a pair 

of Firecrests. It was the time to search the 

high peaks for the ever-elusive Aoudad. 

Before long, right on the highest ridge, we 

spotted five, including a shaggy-bearded 

male. Result, and for the third tour in a row 

weôd scored! As a bonus, we also saw three 

adult Wild Boars, plus five stripy piglets. 

 

Lunch was taken at the aptly named La Belle Vue Restaurant, perched high on the escarpment at 2,100 

metres, overlooking the distant Souss plain. The traditional Berber Tagine was pretty impressive, too, 

and very tasty indeed. Lunch over, and after looking at a displaying Long-legged Buzzard, we set off 

Hawfinch by Adam Riley 

Barbary Sheep by Clayton Burne 
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down the long series of switchbacks, heading for the Souss 

plain ï a former haunt of Dark-chanting Goshawk and Tawny 

Eagle, sadly no longer available in Morocco. We pressed on, 

for we wanted to get to the fabulous Oued Souss with daylight 

to spare. So, along the way, we ignored Maghreb Magpie and 

Southern Grey Shrike. We arrived at the estuary with 90 

minutes of daylight left, and quickly checked through the 

throng of gulls, finding 50 Mediterranean Gulls, three Slender-

billed Gulls and 30 Sandwich Terns. As doing so, I soon found 

a far more interesting gull: a first winter Little Gull ï a species 

that I only added to my Africa list last year at this very same 

site, but a different bird, as the last one was an adult. Now that 

was a bonus bird for the trip. Larger wading birds included a 

flock of 280 Greater Flamingos and three Eurasian Spoonbills; 

whilst amongst a selection of shorebirds, we found 20 Black-

winged Stilts, ten Pied Avocets, and Grey, Ringed and Kentish 

Plovers. Amongst 20 Dunlin, we found six Little Stints and a 

solitary Knot; whilst Common Redshanks, six Common 

Greenshank, six Eurasian Curlews, and three Bar-tailed and 25 

Black-tailed Godwits were also added. Overhead, we also had 

an Osprey. As dusk fell, it was time to turn our attention inland; 

but try as we might, we all had to make do with hearing 

Eurasian Stone-Curlew and Red-necked Nightjar before we 

headed for our hotel. 

 

Day three, pelagic day! After a lie in 

(ñWhat? On a Rockjumper tour?!?ò I hear 

people say!), we assembled at the marina 

and after a few brief formalities, we were 

heading out to sea in the direction of 

America. Inshore, waters produced 

hundreds of Lesser Black-backed Gulls, 

fewer Yellow-legged Gulls and several 

each of Audouinôs and Mediterranean 

Gulls, plus a few Sandwich Terns. As we 

got further from the shore (and eventually 

we were 25 kilometres offshore), we 

started to pick up or first Northern Gannets 

and then we disturbed an immature pale-

phase Pomarine Jaeger, which didnôt hang 

around. It seemed pretty quiet, but then the 

excitement kicked in as a first winter Black-legged Kittiwake flew past the boat ï which certainly pleased 

yours truly, as it was an unexpected Africa tick. We started to pick up more maritime species, especially 

once we started to chum, and soon European Storm Petrel, Great Skua and our first Balearic Shearwater 

started to appear. After a lovely fish lunch, we headed back to shore, picking up more Balearic 

Shearwaters, then four Manx Shearwaters and a dark-phase adult Parasitic Jaeger, which attacked one of 

the Balearics.  

 

Balearic Shearwater by Clayton Burne 

Mediterranean Gull by Glen Valentine 
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After a quick pit stop at the hotel, we headed north to Tamri, 

home of the critically endangered Northern Bald Ibis or 

Waldrapp. Before heading to the ibis area, we stopped at Oued 

Tamri, which at the end of the day proved to be a good decision, 

for we did see four ibis on the hillside opposite. Other birds on 

the estuary included, rather unexpectedly, five Ferruginous 

Ducks and a male Western Marsh Harrier. Heading to the ibis 

area, we searched and searched, to no avail for the feeding flock 

of the ibis. However, I did see a very distant flock of ten flying 

north over the sea. During the search, I flushed a Common Quail 

whilst the rest of the group found a Woodchat Shrike. A female 

Western Marsh Harrier and a flock of ten Spanish Sparrows 

were also seen, and then a flock of 80 Greater Flamingos 

migrating north and a Northern Raven rounded the day off. 

 

Day four is often the day when we log the highest number of 

species on the tour; but it requires an early start, for we need to 

be at Oued Massa no later than 07:40. We were late, but not too 

late for our target birds, the wintering flock of 25 Common 

Cranes, which hadnôt walked over the ridge yet. They were still 

present, albeit rather distantly. Most unusually, by mid-morning 

they flew down to the estuary, giving me some of the best views 

Iôve ever had in Morocco. The reason we were late was because we stopped on the access road to Oued 

Massa to look at several Eurasian Stone-curlews. Still, with the early morning target in the bag, it was 

time to set about finding our other targets. Our first stop produced good views of Moussierôs Redstart, 

Sardinian Warbler and awesome views of a singing Cettiôs Warbler ï a bird more often heard than seen. 

Moving on to the main car park, we set off on our walk towards the river mouth and soon started picking 

up migrants, such as females of both Western Marsh and Montaguôs Harriers and our first Western 

Subalpine Warbler. Sardinian Warblers seemed to be everywhere, as did European Serins ï the tinkling 

songs accompanying us most of the way, and we also had quite a few European Greenfinches and 

Common Linnets. We tried for several 

Eurasian Wrynecks. Although they came in, 

none showed well; and neither did several 

calling Black-crowned Tchagra, although we 

did see one displaying. On the river, we found 

three Ruddy Shelduck and 12 Eurasian 

Spoonbills ï but the river is not what it used 

to be, and this was a disappointing return.  

 

We continued towards the coast, picking up 

three Glossy Ibis and, in the distance, a flock 

of 50 Northern Bald Ibis. Unfortunately, they 

were lost to view as soon as I found them. 

Several Eurasian Hoopoes were seen on the 

walk, and as we neared the estuary mouth, we 

found a few Grey Plovers and Sanderlings but 

not the hoped-for Waldrapp ï which I have seen in the past there. Almost 150 Audouinôs Gulls were 

roosting, with Lesser Black-backed Gulls and a couple of Slender-billed Gulls, along with 70 or more 

Woodchat Shrike by Markus Lilje  

Cettiôs Warbler by Markus Lilje 
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Sandwich Terns. Our walk back was 

fairly uneventful, though we did flush a 

pair of Barbary Partridge, had a flyover 

Osprey, and saw two European Robins 

and a Tree Pipit. On our way out, we had 

a look at a cute Little Owl before 

relocating to another site further 

upstream, where the target, Brown-

throated Martin, put in an appearance 

along with a Sand Martin ï which made 

for a nice comparison. We also found a 

Squacco Heron, which is a species rarely 

encountered at this time of year, and we 

heard several Common Quail and found 

another female Western Marsh Harrier. 

 

We went for lunch at the Paradise Berbere 

restaurant, where we were treated to another excellent lunch (excellent food was enjoyed throughout the 

tour), and then it was time for the drive back to Oued Souss for our late afternoon birding session. 

Arriving in good time, we had sufficient time to walk out to the distant pools near the estuary mouth, 

where we quickly located a flock of 30 Marbled Ducks ï an increasingly hard to find species, given that 

various previous sites no longer produce the goods. Other species of wildfowl on these pools included 

13 Common Shelduck and six Eurasian Teal, and there was a 

good selection of shorebirds, including plenty of Pied 

Avocets, Black-winged Stilts and Ruffs and a couple of 

Spotted Redshanks. Indeed, our time on the estuary produced 

some very good totals, and hidden amongst the throng of 

regular species we found a few Bar-tailed and Black-tailed 

Godwits, Red Knot and Little Stints. The plover flock held 

over 100 Ringed Plovers and at least 70 Kentish Plovers; and 

in and amongst the 100+ Dunlin, we found 40 or more 

Sanderling, along with 30 Oystercatchers. 

 

Having searched through the shorebird flock, we returned to 

the car park for another gulling session as we waited for night 

to fall. 110 Greater Flamingos were still present, and a flock 

of 80 Eurasian Spoonbills flew over us several times, as did a 

flock of 40 Common Shelduck, a couple of Ospreys and three 

Glossy Ibis. Gull numbers were much reduced, with just a 

handful of Mediterranean Gulls present, but over 60 Sandwich 

Terns flew down the river. As dusk approached, 200 or more 

White Storks dropped in to roost on the opposite side of the 

river, and several hundred Black Kites in the air made an 

impressive sight. As soon as it got dark enough, we tried again 

for Red-necked Nightjar and this time we were successful, as 

one snuck in behind us. One of the group caught a glimpse of it and then we found eye-shine; but before 

we could get onto it properly, it took flight and sailed back towards the golf course. At least everyone 

White-crowned Wheatear by Glen Valentine 

Little Owl by Markus Lilje  
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got flight views of it. With our quarry in the bag, it was time to call it a day, and we returned to the hotel 

for dinner.  

 

Day five is another long travel day, as we 

leave the coast and head east and inland. 

As we left town, we picked a few Eurasian 

Magpies and Spotless Starlings, and then 

an abrupt stop was called for as we found 

two Eurasian Thick-knees. A short while 

later another roadside stop was called for, 

as we scored our first Fulvous Babblers ï 

although the views were a bit distant. 

Continuing inland, our rest stop at 

Auberge Saffron produced a pair of Blue 

Rock Thrushes and, shortly afterwards, 

we found an adult Peregrine beside the 

road with a nearby flock of thirty or so 

Spanish Sparrows. Our route to 

Ouarzazate, where we intended to lunch, 

takes us over a bleak windswept plateau, which normally produces very little. Not so today, as first we 

came across two groups of Cream-coloured Coursers, totalling 11 birds, followed shortly afterwards by 

a chunky bird showing a white triangle on the trailing edge of the wing. Immediately recognising it as a 

nomadic Thick-billed Lark, once more Abdulhak was given the instruction to ñstop, stop, stop!ò ï which, 

of course, he did. We then set about trying to relocate the bird, which wasnôt that difficult, for we soon 

discovered that there was at least 70 present ïand boy were they cooperative, allowing excellent close 

views. Whilst chasing them around, a pair of Trumpeter Finches was seen briefly, but only by a few of 

the group before they did a bunk. With three very good birds unexpectedly nailed, it was time to continue 

on our way to Ouarzazate, but even as we travelled we continued to pick up decent birds, with a flock of 

150 Black Kites, some more Cream-coloured Coursers (ten in all), a Long-legged Buzzard, our first 

White-crowned Black and Red-rumped 

Wheatears and a couple of Thekla Larks.  

 

Lunch was a reasonably swift affair (by 

Moroccan standards) at the Kasbah Café, 

but the inclement weather meant that we 

had to dine inside rather than overlooking 

the restored Kasbah that is opposite the 

restaurant. After lunch, we ventured down 

to what used to be a fantastic lake, but 

which now is very much reduced. Indeed, 

there has been so much water extracted 

that now we have to walk a good 

kilometre or more to get anywhere near 

the lake shore, and the latter part of that 

walk involves crossing some very tricky 

mudflats ï as I found out to my cost on our 

second visit at the end of the tour. And even when we got there, the waterôs edge was still a good distance 

Thick-billed Lark by Glen Valentine 

Red-rumped Wheatear by Markus Lilje  
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away, making viewing very difficult 

indeed. A definite óscope job, and for much 

of the time on 60X. Some birds were easy 

enough to pick out, and we soon counted 

40 Ruddy Shelduck, 20 or more Eurasian 

Teal and 100+ Northern Shoveler, but the 

female Northern Pintail proved far too 

difficult for the group to pull out. 200 

White Storks and a few Greater Flamingos 

were also easy to see, but doing anything 

meaningful with the distant shorebirds was 

always going to be difficult. We did see 

Pied Avocets, Black-winged Stilts, Black-

tailed Godwits and some Greenshank, 

though. A flock of plovers was nearer; and 

in and amongst 40 or more Little Ringed 

Plovers we found single Ringed and Kentish Plovers, along with two feeding Common Snipe. All too 

soon it was time to hit the road again, as we still had a two-hour drive to our base for the next two nights, 

the lovely Xaluca Hotel at Boumalne du Dades. En route we found three Short-toed Eagles sat on the top 

of electricity pylons, and as we approached our destination we drove past a Little Owl. 

 

The Tagdilt track is a famous Moroccan birding site and holds some sought-after desert species. So, on 

day six, we were out at first light at the delightful rubbish dump, a place littered with millions of plastic 

bags, much broken glass and packs of rather ferocious looking feral dogs. Unfortunately, the mystique 

of the place is somewhat shattered by the debris of humanity that abounds, but amongst all this rubbish 

there were birds to be found. As usual, some of the first species we came across were Temminckôs Horned 

Lark and Red-rumped Wheatear, and we racked up good numbers of both during the morning. A few 

Lesser Short-toed Larks and slightly more Greater Short-toed Larks were seen, but the single fly-away 

Sky Lark was seen by just two of us. 

Although now no longer a worry, it was 

still nice to get views of a female Thick-

billed Lark, which is one of the principal 

targets at this site.  

 

After about an hour, we moved on to a 

different part of the plain, following up a 

tip that Iôd been given the night before 

about a flock of Pin-tailed Sandgrouse. I 

wasnôt really expecting them to still be 

where they had been the previous day, 

but the birding Gods were smiling on us, 

and we soon found the flock of 40 

feeding quietly a hundred metres away. 

On the opposite side of the road, we 

found several Cream-coloured Coursers, 

and as we moved deeper onto the barren plain we found our first Greater Hoopoe-Larks and a couple of 

Desert Larks. After a long, circular walk searching for Black-bellied Sandgrouse, we eventually found 

Short-toed Eagle by Adam Riley 

Fulvous Babbler by Clayton Burne 
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four almost back at the vehicle. It was then time for lunch, taken this time on the roof terrace of a hotel 

in town, during which we saw a Eurasian Sparrowhawk and listened to singing House Buntings. 

 

Suitably refreshed, we then set off for the spectacular Dades Gorge, where we were to search for the 

north-west African endemic Tristramôs Warbler. On the way up the gorge, we found a Long-legged 

Buzzard, several Crag Martins, Black Wheatears and a male Blue Rock Thrush. After negotiating a 

number of sharp hairpin bends, we finally reached the top and set about searching for our quarry, which 

took more time than usual. But, eventually, our perseverance paid off and we were rewarded with 

reasonable views of a pair of Tristramôs Warblers at the foot of the slope, after which we returned to 

base. 

 

On day seven, we headed out along the road and across the Tagdilt Track, seeing both Red-rumped and 

Desert Wheatears on the way, but without stopping ï for our destination was another scenic gorge, this 

time the Todra Gorge. The magnificent Todra Gorge is a backup site for a couple of species which we 

had already seen, so we just enjoyed the scenery; although we did find three pairs of Rock Bunting. After 

a quick coffee, we were on our way again, heading for the town of Errachidia and then Midelt, and the 

rest of the day was mainly a travel day. However, we did have a couple of scheduled stops. At our first, 

seemingly random location, we found both Desert and Bar-tailed Larks ï which is unusual, as they prefer 

different habitats. Also in the area, we had excellent looks at Moussierôs Redstart, a couple of male 

Desert Wheatears, White-crowned Black Wheatears, Southern Grey Shrike and a confiding pair of 

Trumpeter Finches that were collecting nest material.  

 

After lunch at the Reda restaurant, we headed towards our Streaked Scrub Warbler site near Errachidia, 

arriving there mid-afternoon. Once again, having primed the group for a long walk in quite hot 

temperatures, the birding Gods were on our side, for weôd only walked a hundred metres before we found 

the first pair, which gave good views, as did a male Spectacled Warbler that loosely associated with 

them. They were a bit mobile, so we still got to do some walking, but in doing so we came across a 

second pair that showed very well, allowing some pretty stunning photographs to be taken. In the same 

Tagdilt Track Scenery by Glen Valentine 
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area there was about 30 Greater Short-

toed Larks; but then a pale, upright 

wheatear caught our attention and 

everyone was instructed to ñget on 

this birdò, and in Niallôs case to ñget 

me some photosò. The reason was that 

this was no ordinary wheatear, but a 

much rarer Isabelline Wheatear ï 

which at the time I thought was a 

national description species (for it was 

the previous year when we found 

one), but it transpired that it was taken 

off the list on 1st January this year. 

Still , a very good bird to find in 

Morocco, though, as there are less 

than a hundred records for the 

country. A brief stop at Barrage 

Hassan Addakhil was very disappointing due to low water levels, but we did see a dozen Great-crested 

Grebes there. We continued on our way to Midelt, arriving before seven, for a change. 

 

We had to be up very early the following day, and after a quick coffee we were out before first light, 

which was necessary if we were to stand any chance of seeing Dupontôs Lark ï one of the hardest 

breeding birds to see in the Western Palaearctic. We arrived at the Zeida Plain ï which some of our 

drivers have called Moroccoôs Alaska ï well before first light, and we soon heard several singing. That 

was the easy bit; but after a bit of running around (a lot in my case!), we found one. Unusually for this 

species, we had long, good views of it. The only other lark species we saw were several singing Lesser 

Short-toed Larks; but we did well for raptors, with four Short-toed Eagles, a male Western Marsh Harrier 

and about ten Black Kites. A pair of Black-bellied Sandgrouse also flew over. 

 

After breakfast we set off south, heading 

towards the great Sahara Desert. 

Between Midelt and Barrage Hassan 

Addakhil, we saw a distant pair of 

Bonelliôs Eagles, two Little Swifts and a 

couple of Desert Larks. Another brief 

stop at Barrage Hassan Addakhil 

produced a few Greater Short-toed Larks 

and a female Northern Wheatear, but 

little else of interest, so we headed off for 

lunch. We lunched at a café overlooking 

a wide gorge and then continued on our 

way south to Erfoud. On the outskirts of 

Erfoud, we encountered our first 

Maghreb Larks (formerly considered to 

be a long-billed race of Crested Lark) 

right at the side of the road, as well as 

another Long-legged Buzzard and a couple of Northern Ravens.  

 

Pin-tailed Sandgrouse by Glen Valentine 

Trumpeter Finch by Glen Valentine 
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