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A Tropical Birding SET DEPARTURE tour 

MOROCCO: NORTH AFRICA IN A NUTSHELL 

 12th ɀ 22nd March 2016 

 

Maghreb (Western Mourning) Wheatear is a low-density, unpredictable and highly desired North African endemic 

Tour Leader: Lisle Gwynn 

All photos in this report were taken by Lisle Gwynn. Species pictured are highlighted RED. 

http://www.tropicalbirding.com/
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INTRODUCTION 

Morocco is a fascinating, mesmerizing and spell-binding country. Our set departure tour is popular for a reason; 

this tour offers more than just good birding, it offers GREAT birding, GREAT food, spectacular landscapes, unique 

culture and a whole barrel of laughs along the way.  

The tour this year was a roaring success. Our final tally totaled 181 species of bird, including 13 seen only on a 

private pre-tour extension. More importantly, not only did the tour produce all of the target birds we would 

normally seek, two of the clients had arrived with lists of birds that would be lifers, and we managed to find every 

single one ɀ though unfortunately Black-bellied Sandgrouse was a heard-only (next time Peter!). In search of 

these birds we made our way from the mid-altitude hustle and bustle of old-style metropolitan Marrakech to the 

snow-covered high Atlas Mountains, by way of the frigid but idyllic Ourika Valley. We then traversed the Tizzi-n-

Tichka Pass and descended into the high desert of Boumalne Dades and the (in)famous Tagdilt Track in search of 

wheatears, larks, sandgrouse and other pre-desert delights, ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÍÁËÉÎÇ ÏÕÒ ×ÁÙ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ȬÒÅÁÌȭ ÄÅÓÅÒÔȢ 4ÈÅ ÄÕÎÅÓ 

of the Sahara at Erg Chebbi and our magical hotel will surely never be forgotten; it would be hard to forget such 

incredible scenery teamed with such fruitful and enjoyable birding. After our fill of desert birds we returned to the 

town of Ouarzazate to begin our tally of waterbirds at the local reservoir and rest before taking the drive to the 

coastal tourist paradise of Agadir. Here at the coast the Oued Souss estuary and snaking, lush Souss Massa 

valley presented us with a bounty of birds, including SEVENTY plus of the Critically Endangered and wholly 

unique Northern Bald Ibis. One last morning in the area saw us find an extremely rare vagrant in the form of 

&ÒÁÎËÌÉÎȭÓ 'ÕÌÌȟ score a final couple of targets including abnormally spectacular views of Water Rail, before 

heading back to the enchanting chaos that is Marrakech. Some final shopping, or rather laughing at Lisle as he 

bought djellaba robes and Saharan headscarfs, preceded one last delicious meal together.  

Morocco has evolved and transformed significantly since my first visit nearly 10 years ago, and it has now 

revealed itself fully as the welcoming, friendly, exotic and heart-capturing destination I know it to be. Of course, 

the birding is also absolutely fantastic with a whole host of endemic subspecies for future interest and endless 

superb birds, most of which are also great lookers! To give you a taste, the final Top Five Birds of the Trip as voted 

by the participants are: 

1. Maghreb (Western Mourning) Wheatear 

2. Egyptian Nightjar 

3. Pharoah Eagle Owl 

4. -ÏÕÓÓÉÅÒȭÓ 2ÅÄÓÔÁÒÔ 

5. Cream-coloured Courser 

6. Northern Bald Ibis 

Frankly I found it unacceptable that Northern "ÁÌÄ )ÂÉÓ ÄÉÄÎȭÔ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÐ Ϋȟ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ×ÉÔÈ ÓÕÃÈ ËÉÌÌÅÒ ÖÉÅ×Óȟ ÓÏ 

it receives a special mention at number six. However, surely it shows the quality of the birding when such a brute 

ÏÆ Á ÂÉÒÄ ÄÏÅÓÎȭÔ ÅÖÅÎ ÍÁËÅ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÐ ΫȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ Á ÂÁÔÔÌÅ ÁÍÏÎÇ ÇÕides to lead this incredible tour next year. 
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PRE-TOUR Day 1: Marrakech to Merja Zerga 

In addition to the main Morocco tour this year, one of the participants had decided to add on a couple of extra 

days travelling north from Marrakech in search of two main targets: Marbled Teal, and Marsh Owl. Though 

Marbled Teal is often seen on the main tour route, Marsh Owl can only be found at a series of wetlands north 

of the Moroccan capital of Rabat. 

Arriving in Marrakech mid-morning, we faced a lengthy drive to our first owl site so spent the majority of the 

day steaming along brand new and almost empty highways adding the likes of Corn Bunting and Ȭ.ÏÒÔÈ 

!ÆÒÉÃÁÎȭ 'ÒÅÙ 3ÈÒÉËÅ to our trip tally, along with Eurasian Kestrel. We arrived at the town of Moulay 

Bousselham an hour or so before dusk and decided to go straight out to search. A short drive took us to the 

far side of the wetland and we drove its length to select prime viewing points from which to scan for our first 

target: Marsh Owl. Alighting from the vehicle we spent a pleasant hour in the growing dusk with plenty of 

birds to keep us company including Common Ringed Plover, Little Stint, Sanderling and a number of 

Western Marsh Harriers. We spent a while admiring a Little Owl that perched closeby, wishing it was its 

larger cousin, but just as it was becoming dark I picked up a quickly-banking and fluttering shape across the 

marsh. With the scope quickly wielded we were soon enjoying somewhat distant but satisfactory views of 

Marsh Owl! Our first target in the bag before day 1 had even finished. We celebrated by checking into our 

accommodations and seeking pasta and pizza nearby. 

i 

PRE-TOUR Day 2: Kenitra, Lac de Sidi Bourghaba & Merja Zerga 

With Marsh Owl already having fallen, the pressure was off today and it was with wide-eyes that we set out 

bright and early for a day of nothing more than pleasant birding, with a certain strange-headed teal in mind. 

Heading south we approached the town of Kenitra, where we turned off to visit the wetlands on the edge of 

town. What met us at the parking area was nothing short of breathtaking ɀ the sheer number of waterbirds 

and wildfowl was reaching spectacle level for such a small area. Immediately we could see at least 50 

Eurasian Spoonbill (next page), as well as many Little Egret, Glossy Ibis, Great Egret, Grey Heron, 

Northern Shoveller, Eurasian Coot and dozens of fly-over White Storks. Above us wheeled Pallid and 

Common Swifts with a couple of Little Swift thrown in for good measure, as well as House and Sand 

Martins and Barn Swallow, though it was Red-rumped Swallow that really stole the show. With our focus on 

the wetland in front of us we spent an hour watching, searching and taking photographs, which saw us tally 

several very good birds including Western Swamphen, Red-knobbed Coot, two gorgeous Ferruginous 

Ducks and, much to our delight, a small group of Marbled Teal.  

 

 

 



Tropical Birding Trip Report  Morocco Set Departure: March 2016 

 

www.tropicalbirding.com                            +1-409-515-9110                              info@tropicalbirding.com           Page  
 

4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

-ÏÖÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÔÏ Á ÌÏÃÁÌ ÌÁËÅ ×Å ÐÉÔÃÈÅÄ ÕÐ ÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÂÒÉÄÇÅ ÁÎÄ ÂÒÏËÅ ÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÌÄ ÐÉÚÚÁ ×ÅȭÄ ÓÁÖÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÂÒÅÁËÆÁÓÔ ɀ 

there are few greater things, in my opinion, than good pizza accompanied by great birds. While we ate, we 

had phenomenal views of a pair of Ferruginous Ducks, super views of both Sardinian and Subalpine 

Warblers, several Black Kites and Eurasian Kestrels drifting over, as well as a whole bevvy of waterbirds at 

the far end of the lake. Moving along the banks and traversing a Moroccan barbeque party we set out along a 

short trail to get closer to the far birds. This paid off as we enjoyed close views of a large number of White-

headed Duck, Greater 

Flamingo, Red-crested 

Pochard, Black-winged Stilt, 

Common Pochard, and 

Yellow-legged Gull, all new for 

the trip list. The walk itself 

proved fruitful with large 

numbers of Common 

#ÈÉÆÆÃÈÁÆÆȟ Ȭ5ÌÔÒÁÍÁÒÉÎÅȭ "ÌÕÅ 

Tits, Common Stonechat and 

yet more Subalpine Warblers.  

With such a successful morning 

under the belt we opted for a 
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relaxed lunch before setting out to some lakes north of Moulay Bousselham. This proved a wise decision; we 

spent the afternoon moving from lake to lake, trying to find vantage points, and racking up new birds like 

White and Yellow Wagtails, Northern Wheatear, Gull-billed Terns following tractor ploughs, Common 

Kingfisher dazzling from semi-submerged posts, Spotted Redshank wading along a lake edge, Western 

Osprey and Booted Eagle to boost our raptor list, and a generally impressive number of birds to take our 

time enjoying. It was only the setting of the sun that pushed us to move on for another try at Marsh Owl.  

4ÈÏÕÇÈ ÏÕÒ ÓÅÃÏÎÄ ÅÖÅÎÉÎÇ ÑÕÅÓÔ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ Ï×Ì ×ÁÓÎȭÔ as successful, with no Marsh Owl seen, we did pull out a 

ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÓÕÒÐÒÉÓÉÎÇ ÍÉÇÒÁÎÔȢ ! ×ÒÙ ÁÎÄ ÌÏÕÄ Ȱcrrrrekȱ ÆÒÏÍ ÂÅÈÉÎÄ ÏÕÒ ÖÁÎÔÁÇÅ ÐÏÉÎÔ ÈÁÄ ÕÓ ÂÏÔÈ Ó×ÉÎÇÉÎÇ 

rapidly to try and catch a glimpse of a migrant Corncrake that repeatedly called from beside us. In typical 

Corncrake fashion though, the bird remained firmly hidden, and we had to make do with listening to its 

taunting calls.  

Day 1: Marrakech to the Ourika Valley & Oukaimeden 

Today marked the first day of the main Morocco Set Departure tour for 2016. With Sonia and I arriving in 

Marrakech in the mid-morning, after having made our way from north of Rabat via a fly-over Namaqua 

Dove, we met the other participants at their city centre hotel and immediately made our way south, out of 

the city and toward the imposing shadow of the Atlas Mountains which sat snowy on the horizon. Along the 

way we noted our first Common Bulbuls and Cattle Egrets, before arriving in the picturesque Ourika Valley, 

our home for the night. Checking into our truly stunning classic Moroccan Kasbah, we immediately dropped 

our bags off in our rooms and headed up to the rooftop terrace for a spot of scanning. Red-rumped Swallows 

were first to be seen, with a nest ÏÕÔÓÉÄÅ ÏÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÐÌÅȭÓ ÒÏÏÍȟ ÂÕÔ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ ÒÏÏÆ ×Å ÁÌÓÏ ÁÄÄÅÄ Barn 

Swallow, House Martin and Common Swift as a pair of House Buntings, a North African endemic and quite 

the looker, serenaded us from 

various perches. Sitting down 

to lunch we were thrilled to 

find two huge tagines filled 

with vegetables, lamb and 

plentiful olives ɀ a true 

Moroccan staple food. It was 

hard to keep our eyes on our 

food as we constantly 

searched the skies, but as we 

got to know each other a little 

better we set our sights forth 

to our first afternoon and our 

ÆÉÒÓÔ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÁÔ ÓÏÍÅ ȬÒÅÁÌȭ 

birding.  
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-ÏÖÉÎÇ ÏÕÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȬÈÏÔÅÌȭ ɉÓÕÃÈ Á ÔÅÒÍ ÄÏÅÓ ÔÈÉÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÔÒÕÅ 

injustice) in the early afternoon we moved off into the 

mountains, climbing slowly at first. Stopping at some 

roadside farmland and patches of trees we tried for our 

first main target of the tour. Despite a busy road, several 

curious kids and a few braying donkies, we were soon 

enjoying good views of the endemic ,ÅÖÁÉÌÌÁÎÔȭÓ 

Woodpecker ɀ a real feat and a great way to kick off the 

tour! A brief pair of fly-through Serin and a quickly-

disappearing Spectacled Warbler saw us off as we started 

to climb higher still. Reaching the top of the treeline we 

saw our first Red-billed Choughs before pulling off at a 

patch of pines that always hold something worth seeing. 

Sure enough we spent the next half an hour or more in 

tick-heavy heaven, adding such stunners as Hawfinch, 

Brambling, North African Chaffinch and the underrated 

Greenfinch. This is of course not even to mention the 

diminutive but obscene Firecrest (what a name!), the 

ghostly pale-shawled Mistle Thrush, our first mauritanicus 

Blackbirds, a large flock of Eurasian Siskin, and after 

some effort great views of the frosty mauritanicus Short-

toed Treecreeper. Overhead we also tallied Eurasian 

Sparrowhawk and the cirtensis form of Long-legged Buzzard, often known as Atlas Long-legged Buzzard.  

Moving up to the snowline and the 

top of the world, we entered the 

ski-resort of Oukaimeden flanked 

by flocks of Red-billed Chough. 

7Å ÈÁÄÎȭÔ ÅÖÅÎ ÐÕÌÌÅÄ ÉÎÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÃÁÒ 

park when the caÌÌ ÏÆ Ȱ&ÉÎÃÈÅÓȦȱ 

went up from the back of the van. 

A quick U-turn saw us bailing out 

in every direction to get views of 

the spectacular Crimson-winged 

Finch, a flock of 10 or so of which 

were perched on nearby wires. 

Across the valley we saw our first 

Yellow-billed or Alpine Choughs. 

Drifting in we had great views of 
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Eurasian Kestrel before seeing it perched on a rock. Moving up the valley we were shocked to find a flock of 

40+ Crimson-winged Finches ɀ a real sight to behold as they sat together on a fence line ɀ stunning! Better 

still was the realisation that among them, on the ground, were a small number of Atlas Horned Larks ɀ the 

batman of the bird world ɀ and one of my personal favourite birds.  

Leaving the ski-lift area of 

the resort, we moved uphill 

toward the highest point of 

the road in search of more 

goodies. Screeching to a halt 

around mid-way up, some of 

us had brief but incredible 

views of a Eurasian 

Sparrowhawk as it caught 

and sat with Crimson-

winged Finch prey! What a 

sight! Moving on further still, 

our first good looks at Black 

Redstart made it a popular 

addition to the list, whilst 

right at the top Rock Bunting 

and Black Wheatear were welcome additions, along with our third Eurasian Sparrowhawk of the afternoon. 

Two fly-by Common 

Raven were seen well by 

all, though we missed 

their frog-like croak of a 

call. Soon the light was 

dimming and it was time 

to descend the mountains 

to our welcoming abode. 

All was not over though, 

and on the way out we 

were flanked by Alpine 

Choughs, had good views 

of a smart adult Black 

Wheatear, fantastic views 

of a superb perched Atlas 

Long-legged Buzzard 

and, in the darkest 
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moments of dusk and after a rather rapid U-turn, great (if a little dull) views of the truly gorgeous Barbary 

Partridge. Assembling once again at our rooftop restaurant we watched the twinkling lights of Marrakech in 

the distance as we tucked into beef, chicken and vegetables with bountiful couscous ɀ what a way to start the 

tour ɀ guide and clients alike were elated.  

Day 2: Ourika Valley, Oukaimeden & Boulmane Dades 

I was met this morning at breakfast by a wide-ÅÙÅÄ ÂÕÎÃÈ ÏÆ ÂÉÒÄÅÒÓȟ Á×ÁÉÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÍÏÒÎÉÎÇȭÓ ÂÉÒÄÉÎÇ ÉÎ 

Morocco with eager anticipation. Under a glittering blanket of darkness 

we ate our fantastic crepes, sipped good coffee and chatted through the 

plan for the day. Soon we were loading up the van and creeping through 

the valley.  

The first stop was somewhat unexpected as I spotted a Grey Wagtail on 

a roadside rockface. Screeching to a halt, we all piled out and scoured for 

the wagtail, which I suspect had been spooked by a passing lorry, but 

much to our surprise we were met by the shrill screech of a ,ÅÖÁÉÌÌÁÎÔȭÓ 

Woodpecker! After a few seconds Peter had eyes on the bird atop a 

nearby half-dead tree ɀ the scope was whipped out and on it before you 

could say jiminy cricket, and we were enjoying the best views possible of 

this stunning endemic. We had a date with other targets though, so we 

moved off once the bird had moved out of plain sight, and wound our 

way up the Ourika Valley. Along the way we made several stops, and 

although we had done spectacularly well yesterday we still managed to 

pull out some great new birds. Wood Pigeon was well represented, and 

is much under-rated, whilst Ȭ!ÔÌÁÓȭ 2ÅÄ #ÒÏÓÓÂÉÌÌ gave 

uncharacteristically great views atop their favoured pines higher up the 

valley. A stop to search some roadside trees produced our first Great Tits 

and also the iconic European Robin, which was met with some 

excitement. Our first fiery-eyed Sardinian Warblers also created a bit of 

Á ÓÔÉÒȟ ÂÕÔ ×Å ÃÏÕÌÄÎȭÔ ÌÏÃÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÁÒÅÒ Sylvia we were after ɀ the endemic 

4ÒÉÓÔÒÁÍȭÓ 7ÁÒÂÌÅÒȟ ÄÅÓÐÉÔÅ Á ÌÏÔ ÏÆ ÔÒÙÉÎÇȢ  

Once we reached the top of the valley, and the ski resort of Oukaimeden, we made our way slowly to the 

upper car parks, taking in point-blank views of Alpine Choughs which were decidedly scarcer yesterday. Red-

billed Choughs were also in attendance, of course, and combined they formed a flock that totaled several 

dozen birds ɀ a true spectacle! A couple of fly-over Common Raven were joined by Common Kestrel and a 

pair of Eurasian Sparrowhawks, whilst Rock Buntings were enjoyed once more, however it was the 

superficially drab Rock Petronia that stole the show first of all, despite the bounty of Crimson-winged 

Finches that abounded in seemingly every direction. Black Redstarts dazzled and amused as we pushed 


