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Chew Valley Visit – President’s Report 
 

My son and I were up early (at least relatively early for a Sunday morning) and 

looking forward to our first visit to the Chew Valley reservoir, as part of the first 

RAFOS Chew Valley outing for 2013. After a slight initial concern over our 

interpretation of the instructions (we had expected the southern causeway to come up 

quite quickly after turning onto the A368… but in fact it was still about 4 miles away 

– although along a very pretty route) we managed to find the Ringing Station with no 

difficulty, and said hello to many familiar faces over a gratefully-received cup of 

coffee. As we had not visited Chew before, Dick and Jan Knight kindly offered to 

show us round so - we set off for the first stop – back on the southern causeway. As 

soon as we got out of the car we realised that the dominant feature of the day was 

likely to be the wind! This hadn’t seemed so bad when we got up, but had clearly 

increased in strength to the point that it was not only affecting the birds but also their 

observers – my tripod and field scope (both of which are definitely not lightweight!) 

started to blow over several times throughout the morning. We spent a few pleasant 

minutes observing the geese (both Canadian and Barnacle), and a large number of 

ducks – with some passing overhead traffic in the shape of Lapwing, Kestrel and 

Buzzard. 

 

Although the northern side of the southern causeway seemed to be a little less 

windswept, after half an hour or so we all had a hankering for something a little more 

sheltered, so we jumped back into the car and drove the couple of miles round to the 

car park on the eastern side of the reservoir. Team Knight expressed great 

disappointment on arrival that the car parking fee had been reinstated, and having 

spent all my available cash on a hide permit I had to agree with them! We decided to 

go for a short walk to take in some of the wooded area, while not going too far from 

the car in case anyone arrived to check on pay-and-display tickets. Our brief wander 

revealed a number of calling (but well hidden) Chiffchaffs, a Blackcap in the hedge 

opposite (well spotted by Jan), and a Willow Warbler in ground cover.  

 

Once we had completed our rapid walking route through the trees, it was back into the 

car and continue on the anti-clockwise tour of the lake, stopping at the pull-in point on 

the western side of the water. There was already a crowd of RAFOS members in 

evidence, mostly looking at the small (in fact very small!) pool of water to the west of 

the road. Looking at some of the markings on the surrounding vegetation it was clear 

that the water levels had previously been much higher, but for some reason were now 

extremely low – to the point where it was more of a puddle – and hence minus any 

particularly interesting birds.  Back on the other side of the road there was great 

excitement however, as Jan was convinced (rightly as it turned out) that she’d spotted 

a Ringed Plover (a Little Ringed Plover in fact) – although it took most of the rest of 

us some time to spot it. Looking along the shoreline also revealed Common 

Sandpiper, and a mixed flock of wagtails – mixed inasmuch as it contained about 8 

Pied and one Yellow – a very handsome male indeed!  

 

Our last stop before lunch was at the hide reached by turning just after the Blue Bowl 

pub, and then driving down a most interesting lane – although apparently the 

approach was far better than it has been in the past. We arrived just after another 

RAFOS group who had had an interesting experience – as one of them walked up the 

wooden walkway to the hide something large had dived into the water with a very  



 

 8 

 

loud ‘splash’ – loud enough for those inside the hide to hear it as well. Sadly no trace 

of whatever caused it could be seen, but there was a great deal of speculation. The 

hide itself produced some excellent views of Goldeneye and Great Crested Grebe 

across the water, as well as a new hide on the other side of the lake which we’d 

somehow missed. Unfortunately we couldn’t stay long as lunchtime was by now 

imminent, but on the way back to the car we managed to actually spot our first 

chiffchaff of the day – although we must have heard a good half-dozen by that point.  

 

All in all, it was a great day out – although my son and I were sad to have to leave 

early. Despite the weather we had seen some great birds (total species count for us 

was 40, with 1 ‘first’ for both my son and I – namely the Yellow Wagtail. The Chew 

Valley is a very pretty and relatively compact site that offers some unique birding 

experiences – I had never before realised how many waders seem to like an artificial 

(concrete!) shoreline. I had also never carried out birdwatching before so close to 

roads with high-speed traffic on them, which along with the groups of lycra-clad 

cyclists presented a definite health and safety challenge! I am definitely looking 

forward to the autumn meet, but having discovered just how close it is to Bristol I 

might even pop out again during the summer for an evening’s birding on a day when 

the weather is more amenable. My final words must be to say particular thanks to 

Dave Bodley and all those who contributed to the day – and especially those who 

produced such an outstanding lunch. 

 

 

 

 
 

Great Crested Grebes                            Chew                            John Stewart-Smith 
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QUO VADIS,  RAFOS NEWSLETTER? 

By Editor 

One bright summer day in June I attended the latest RAFOS Committee meeting, as 

required by my post as Newsletter editor. After several pints of coffee and a goodly 

selection of biscuits, buns and cakes all provided by Team Knight, plus some erudite 

chat, I foolishly decided I had completed my duties and set off down the motorway 

and across the bridge into Wales, flashing my Disabled/Unable bilingual pass for free 

entry to my adopted country. 

 

All went fairly well until my copy of the minutes of that meeting arrived and I found 

there were several actions on the Newsletter Editor. It is probably easiest if I just 

repeat the minutes verbatim and add a few thoughts at the end.  Then all you members 

(who read every word in the Newsletter) will know as much as I do about future plans 

that affect this Newsletter. My Report to the Committee was accidentally omitted 

from the first draft of the minutes so I will include it here, before reproducing bits of 

the formal minutes. Here goes --- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Editor’s Report to the Committee. 
 

RAFOS Newsletter No.95 Spring 2013. 
 

The stats for the Newsletter No. 95 production were as follows: 
 
Created: 30 September 2012 
Completed: 23 May 2013 
Revisions: 197 
Editing time: 1796 minutes (29hrs 56 mins) 
Pages: 56 
Words: 24,871 
 
I am not aware of any problems with the production and printing of this 
Newsletter although there seemed to be a long pause between printing and 
distribution. (Post meeting note: Because I forgot to tell anyone the printing 
was completed). I had one complaint from a paid-up member who has not 
received the last two Newsletters. I suggested she contact the Membership 
Secretary. (Banking error.  Now resolved.) 
 
 
 
I have been looking at the Newsletter printing and postage costs for the past 
four years to support my proposal that we look closely at the cost benefits of 
publishing on line. Here are the recorded costs for those years. 
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Year   Postage  Printing   Total 
   
2009   £151.51  £0    £151.51 
 
2010   £167.35  £465.00   £632.35 
 
2011   £250.54  £365.75   £616.29 
 
2012    £327.83  £384.25   £712.08. 
 
 
It will be seen that the continued rise in Total cost is driven mainly by the 
annual rise in the cost of postage. The printing cost is driven by the cost of 
setting up the printing, and neither the number of pages nor the number of 
copies printed has a controlling effect on the overall cost, but does have a 
minor effect.  
 
I feel that the present quality of the Newsletter does not do justice to the 
quality of photographs submitted with reports nor reflect well on the RAFOS 
image. The limitation of having colour pictures on the covers and grey scale 
reproduction on internal pages was, I assume, a cost cutting factor. If the 
Committee reject my proposal to publish the Newsletter on line in full colour 
with the highest quality reproduction of all illustrations then I would like the 
Committee to consider the option of printing future Newsletters in full colour 
throughout. This would cost about twice as much as the present system, 
according to a verbal quotation from SERCO. I think it would enhance the 
RAFOS image. (Post meeting note: Full colour printing authorised.) 
 
I have discussed the provision of Newsletter copies with the British Library 
and persuaded the head of department that the RAFOS is considering going 
digital and not printing future copies. He accepted this and has agreed that we 
may provide a digital link to the British Library when we have completed the 
exercise. Of course, should I have accidentally misled the British Library and 
we continue to produce the RAFOS Newsletter in printed form then we will be 
required to provide at least five copies of each issue to the British Library, 
delivered by Royal Mail to the Edinburgh office. 
 
I can present a costed proposal for the web site publication but await the 
Committee’s reaction to the idea before I continue. 
 
John Stewart-Smith.  
 
 
 
 

Next to bits of the minutes as published by Team Knight: 

 

11.   E-newsletter.  

a.   Two of the 3 overseas recipients of the newsletter approached had agreed 

to receive an e-newsletter, as had 31 UK members’ households.   As this 

included some members in the family membership category the number 

represents more than a quarter of the membership. 
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b.   In an e-newsletter all photographs would be in full colour and the quality 

would be better than the printed version.   For ease of reading, print should be 

in a single column per page rather than 2.   Currently, printing costs of the 

newsletter are not high: it is postage, particularly to overseas addresses, that 

is a significant cost.   The Committee agreed that, once a suitable protocol had 

been devised, hopefully in time for the Spring 2014 mailing, the 2 overseas 

members who have so agreed will no longer receive a printed copy.   For a 

trial period, all UK members would receive a printed copy and those who 

have agreed would also get the e-newsletter.   Once the system had been 

proved, those who have so agreed would no longer receive a printed copy.   

The Newsletter Editor agreed to write an article describing this process to the 

members.   As there was little cost benefit in reducing the print run, he 

intended to keep it the same so that spare copies could be given to places that 

might gain us suitable publicity.   The Chairman wanted members to be 

encouraged to leave their copies in Station libraries, medical or dental centres 

once they had finished with them.   These procedures would also apply to the 

journal. 

 

12.   Facebook and Twitter.   The Production Manager reported that the AOS had 

claimed at their AGM to have gained 9 new members because of the Society’s 

presence on Facebook and Twitter.   There is a “secret” RAFOS group on Facebook, 

in that it requires the permission of the moderator, Wg Cdr (Retd) Bill Francis, to 

join.   Pictures from recent expeditions had been published on the page during those 

events as well as its use for general birding comments.   The Chairman felt we should 

embrace social media.   He agreed to write to Wg Cdr (Retd) Francis to invite him to 

be the custodian and moderator of an official RAFOS Facebook page.   The 

Chairman would get a brief from Air Command media staff about Twitter. 

Chairman’s note:  The Chairman’s first born pointed him to the web site 

momthisishowtwitterworks.com so he is now so social media savvy he feels epic. 

 

c.   Website. 

 

i.   The Chairman and the Journal Editor praised the new AOS website 

for its user-friendly character, its fresh, modern look and its forum, 

whereas ours is looking dated.   The Chairman felt we could usefully 

adopt a clone of that site, change the front page and adjust some of the 

facilities.   The Treasurer stated that we had agreed for a number of 

years to be able to transfer £1000 - £1500 from the Investment Account 

to the Treasurer’s Account to pay for such spending but the facility had 

not been used.   The Chairman volunteered to speak to AOS regarding 

their website hosting and running costs.   Likewise, the Newsletter 

Editor would speak to his granddaughter who had offered to provide 

design ideas.   The Secretary was to add this subject as an agenda item 

for the next meeting. 

 

ii.   The website has a members’ section for which a password is 

required to gain access.   It is believed this restriction was introduced 

as a result of the Data Protection Act because the website then carried 

membership details.   The Committee felt that the newsletters could be 

in the public area to enable potential recruits to gain more insight into 
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the Society and hopefully encourage them to join.   This would be 

discussed at the next meeting. 

 

I think that brings everyone up to speed on ‘what’s occurring’ regarding the 

Newsletter. I suggest that RAFOS could benefit from members taking a careful look 

at both the Army Ornithological Society and the Royal Navy Birdwatching Society 

web sites to get an idea of what is possible and what, in my opinion, RAFOS should 

be aiming to emulate. During the latest Committee meeting I stated that, in my 

opinion, neither the RAFOS Newsletter nor web site reflected well on RAFOS and 

that both could and should be greatly improved. That is my aim for the Newsletter. I 

hope to gain RAFOS members’ support to achieve an e-Newsletter that is a credit and 

an asset to RAFOS. 

 

Perhaps it is necessary to elaborate on the mechanics of the proposed e-Newsletter, 

eliminate a few misunderstandings and explain how it would reach all RAFOS 

members. First, I have assumed, perhaps wrongly, that all RAFOS members have 

some sort of connection to the web and e-mail. That is required to read a pdf format e-

Newsletter on line. A programme to read PDF files is freely available on line. My 

suggested plan is to produce each new Newsletter as a Word document with full 

colour, maximum resolution pictures to illustrate each article. I would then convert 

this document to pdf format and download it to the RAFOS Newsletter site. This site 

would then automatically alert each RAFOS member by a personal e-mail that a 

new Newsletter was available to read by clicking on the alerting e-mail. The 

members’ addresses would be secure. Each Newsletter would be permanently stored 

on site, thus providing an archive of all Newsletters for immediate reference by 

anyone who had access to the site. My personal preference would be to have the site 

freely available to anyone, not restricted to RAFOS members. I believe this would 

possibly generate new members as people learnt more about RAFOS and what an 

excellent group we are. The frequency of publication and size of each Newsletter 

would have no effect on costs and would be a matter for Committee decision.  

 

 

 

 
 

A page from my Notebook                                   John Stewart-Smith 
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OF COTINGAS, QUETZALS & CACOMISTLES 

 

(COSTA RICA 25 MAR – 11 APR 2013) 

By Dick Yates 

 

 
 

Scarlet Macaws 

Costa Rica had been on my radar for a number of years as a birding destination. I had 

spoken to lots of RAFOS members all of whom said what a terrific place it was, so 

Daphne and I decided that 2013 would be the year that we went.   

 

Planning.   I started planning in mid 2012 by contacting ground operators in Costa 

Rica by e-mail and asking them for sample costed itineraries lasting about 14 to 17 

days. They were all very helpful and eventually we selected Costa Rica Gateway 

(http://www.costaricagateway.com) as the one that would take us to all the areas we 

wanted to visit at the best price – approx $3,100 per person (£2,070).  This included 

all accommodation, meals and transportation from arrival at the airport to departure.  

It also included entrance fees to all the parks and reserves, two boat trips and the 

services of a driver and experienced guide.  The only additional cost was the air fare 

to and from San Jose and of course our incidental expenses.  We went via Madrid 

with Iberia at just over £400 each return. It was a little cheaper to go via the States but 

my travel insurance would have had an additional loading which outweighed the 

saving. The total cost was just under £3,000 per person for 17 days.  I should point out 

that since Daphne and I went on our own it was a bit more expensive than this – a 

group of 4 or 6 is optimal for birding and cost. 

 

Itinerary.  We visited the Central Valley and Caribbean slopes, the region around 

Volcano Arenal in the Cordillera de Tilaran and the wetlands up near the Nicaraguan 

border.  We then crossed over to the dry Pacific coastal region in the province of 

Guanacaste and followed the Pacific lowlands down to the Tarcoles River which 

flows into the Pacific.  From there we returned inland to the beautiful Savegre Valley 

and the highlands of the Cordillera de Talamanca before returning to the Central 

Valley for our last 2 nights.  This gave us a great cross-section of the varied habitats 

of Costa Rica and a trip list in excess of 450 species. 

 

The trip.   We left the UK on 25 Mar 13 and arrived in Costa Rica that evening for 2 

nights at Orquideas Inn on the outskirts of Alajuela. The flight took about 11 hours 

from Madrid, and we were glad that we had arranged to have a day’s R&R before 

being picked up by our driver/guide, Ernesto, at 0630 on 27 Mar.  Ernesto is a young 

http://www.costaricagateway.com/
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Costa Rican born American citizen whose knowledge of the birds of Costa Rica is 

outstanding; he is also very knowledgeable about all the other fauna and flora of the 

country and was great company.   

 

27 Mar. Before we left Orquideas Inn we had a walk round the grounds and picked 

up Broad-winged Hawk, Squirrel Cuckoo, Red-billed Pigeon, Red-headed Barbet, 

Rufous-naped Wren, Rufous-capped and Yellow Warbler and the inevitable Clay-

coloured Thrush, Tropical Kingbird and Turkey and Black Vulture.  These birds, 

along with Cattle Egret were seen almost daily.  A number of short birding stops on 

our way to La Paz Waterfall Gardens brought us Black and Yellow and Long-tailed 

Silky Flycatcher, Yellow-thighed and Large-footed Finch, Sooty Thrush, Ruddy-

capped Nightingale-Thrush, the gorgeous Golden-browed Chlorophonia, Ruddy 

Treerunner, Ochraceous Wren, Prong-billed Barbet and Red-tailed and Short-tailed 

Hawk.  We arrived at La Paz Gardens at about 1030 and it started to rain. This is a 

very popular place for a day’s outing from San Jose or Alajuela for Costa Ricans, or 

Ticos, as they call themselves and already it was quite busy so we headed straight for 

the hummingbird feeder station.  Here we found 7 species of Hummingbird to add to 

the 3 we had seen earlier, including the endemic Coppery-headed Emerald.   

 

 
 

Ruddy-capped Nightingale-Thrush 

        

The rain eased off as we set out to walk round the garden. This brought us Spangle-

cheeked Tanager, Black-faced Solitaire, Immaculate Antbird and the near endemic 

and secretive Silvery-fronted Tapaculo.  We also heard Barred Forest Falcon calling 

quite close by, but 15 minutes of searching and taping failed to get him to reveal 
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himself.  We had a late lunch in the garden’s restaurant and afterwards set out, again 

with several stops en-route, for La Quinta Sarapiqui Inn where we would stay for 3 

nights.   Some of the birds seen during our afternoon birding were Collared and Slate-

throated Redstart, Swallow-tailed Kite, White Hawk, Social and Piratic Flycatcher, 

Common Tody-Flycatcher, Grey-crowned Yellowthroat, Blue-Gray, Palm and Silver-

throated Tanager, Tropical Parula and a Great Potoo, doing what Potoos do best – 

pretending that we weren’t there. We got to La Quinta at about 1600 and after 

checking in and spending a few minutes at the feeders, where Passerini’s Tanager was 

a new bird, Ernesto and I took a short walk through the hotel gardens. Collared 

Aracari, Montezuma and Chestnut-headed Oropendola, Baltimore Oriole, American 

Redstart, Chestnut-sided and Tennessee Warbler, Black-throated Trogon and Lineated 

and Black-cheeked Woodpecker all showed well.  But the highlight for me was a low 

pass by a pair of Great Green Macaw; these, along with the gorgeous Golden-fronted 

Chlorophonia were my birds of the day.  1830 call-over, 1900 dinner and 2030 bed 

and this proved to be the evening routine most days, reveille was 0500. 

 

 
 

Green Violet-ear 

 

28 Mar.  Torrential rain most of the night, but it had slackened off by the time we left 

La Quinta at 0545.  After a couple of short stops en-route, we arrived at La Selva 

Research Station at 0700 and met up with Lenin who would be our park guide for the 

morning.  We walked the trails for about 4 hours and it rained intermittently, 

sometimes heavily, but the birding was good.  We saw over 70 species including 

Keel-billed and Black-mandibled Toucan, Slaty-tailed and Gartered Trogon (split 
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from Violaceous Trogon), Crested Guan, Mealy, Brown-hooded and White-crowned 

Parrot, Red-fronted Parakeet, Great Curassow, Broad-billed Motmot, Great Tinamou, 

Semi-plumbeous Hawk as well as several wrens, flycatchers and others.  But the bird 

of the morning was, without doubt, the beautiful Snowy Cotinga that was perched in a 

tree near the café when we got back from the morning’s birding.  In addition to the 

birds we found Mantled Howler Monkey and Collared Peccary as well as a Red 

Poison Dart Frog – commonly called ‘blue jeans’ for obvious reasons, Green Iguana 

and a Casque-headed Lizard. 

 

 
 

Green-crowned Brilliant 

           

We returned to La Quinta for lunch and at 1430 set out again for La Selva via a spot 

known to Ernesto as one of the very few sites on the Caribbean coast for Scarlet 

Macaw.  We found 3 of them offering good views and then we heard Green Macaw 

again.  A search of some distant trees revealed a pair and we had good views of them 

through the scope before they disappeared.  We also picked up a bunch of seed eaters 

feeding on grasses, Blue-black and Yellow-faced Grassquit, White-collared and 

Variable Seedeater and Thick-billed Seedfinch before heading back into La Selva.  

Woodpeckers were to the fore this afternoon, Chestnut-collared, Rufous-winged and 

Smoky-brown all showed well as did Barred Antshrike, Slaty Spinetail, Dusky-faced 
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Tanager  and Olive-capped Yellowthroat, Pied Puffbird, Black-cowled Oriole and 

Summer Tanager, and we had our only sighting of the trip of Green Ibis.  However, 

the bird of the afternoon was a displaying White-collared Manakin making the usual 

manakin wing snapping and whirring noises, at one stage he sounded like a series of 

firecrackers going off.  

 

 
 

Rufous-naped Wren 

 

29 Mar (Good Friday).  It rained most of the night and continued to rain on and off 

for most of the day.  We made a stop on our way to Braullio Carillo National Park to 

look for Nicaraguan Seedfinch at a spot that Ernesto said was usually good.  We 

parked beside the road where we could look out over El Tigre Marsh where open 

grassland was bounded by a row of low scrubby bushes about 150m away.  It did not 

appear to be a very inspiring habitat  but proved to be rich in species.  First up were 

Grayish Saltator and Indigo Bunting; then a Bare-throated Tiger Heron flew in to hunt 

the grass verge about 100m up the road from us.  Next came Great-tailed Grackle, 

Black-cowled Oriole and our first Barn Swallow along with several seed eating types.  

A Red-winged Blackbird put in a brief appearance and we had great views of Blue 

Ground-Dove as well as the very common Ruddy Ground-Dove and Pale-vented 

Pigeon.  But no Nicaraguan Seedeater.  Ernesto was not to be defeated and as we 

stayed and searched Bronzed Cowbird, Roadside Hawk, Green-breasted Mango and 

Rose-breasted Grosbeak all put in an appearance along with Yellow Warbler, Red-

eyed Vireo, Tropical Peewee, Yellow Tyrannulet and Plain (Canebrake) Wren.  

Finally, Ernesto announced “got one”!  Sure enough about 100m away, in the long 

grass bordering the bushes, was a chunky black finch with an enormous pink bill – 

Nicaraguan Seedeater – job done.  
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Collared Aracari  
 

Fortunately, the rain had held off for the last hour, but as we approached Braullio 

Carillio NP it started again.  Undeterred we set off into the rainforest and soon we 

were picking up great birds; Black & Yellow and Tawny-crested Tanagers, Dull-

mantled Antbird, Streak-chested Antpitta, Slaty Antwren and Streak-crowned 

Antvireo as well as Slate-colored and Black-faced Grosbeak, Wedge-billed and 

Spotted Woodcreeper and Stripe-throated Hermit.  But the best bird was the secretive 

Olive-backed Quail-Dove which wandered up the track a few meters ahead of us 

before disappearing into the undergrowth.  All Quail-Doves are listed as fairly-

uncommon, uncommon or rare and we knew we had a special bird when Ernesto 

became quite excited at finding it.  At the end of the trail we emerged at the main gate 

again and realised that it was still tipping it down so we sat it out for a while and when 

it eased off we headed for a defunct butterfly garden where the bushes and flowers 

still attract a fair number of hummers.  Here we encountered Rufous-tailed and 

Violet-headed Hummingbird, Violet-capped Woodnymph, the delightful Snowcap 

and dimunitive Black-crested Coquette. 

 

Over lunch we were serenaded by Melodious Blackbird and we all leapt up when 

Ernesto spotted a Crimson Collared Tanager in a nearby tree; while overhead Blue & 

White and Southern Rough-wing Swallows and Gray-rumped and White-collared 

Swifts wheeled and screamed.  After lunch we made our way to the Rio Blanco and 

then the Rio San Jose where our target bird was Fasciated Tiger-Heron.  We drove 

down a rough track beside the Rio Blanco stopping frequently and seeing Pale-billed 

Woodpecker, Semi-plumbeous Hawk, Keel-billed Toucan, Black-headed Tody-

Flycatcher, Chestnut-headed Oropendola, Brown-hooded Parrot, Black-throated 

Wren, Long-billed Hermit and the quite rare Cerulean Warbler, but no Tiger-Heron.  
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We moved on to the Rio San Jose and at our first stop, perched on a rock in the 

middle of the river, was a juvenile Fasciated Tiger-Heron.  It soon got nervous and 

Daphne only managed 4 shots before it took off up river and out of sight. 

 

 
Fasciated Tiger-Heron 

 

A few other noteworthy birds were Black Phoebe, Red-breasted Blackbird, Mangrove 

Swallow, Spotted Sandpiper, White-shouldered Tanager and Red-throated Ant-

Tanager; and we also found a very somnolent Three-toed Sloth, just hanging about as 

sloths do.  A cup of tea was beckoning so we headed back to La Quinta and about 

1630 Ernesto and I took a walk through the gardens for an hours birding before dusk.  

New birds found included Orange-billed Sparrow, Dusky-capped and Grey-capped 

Flycatcher, Wood Thrush, Tennessee Warbler, Cocoa Woodcreeper, Gray-chested 

Dove and our first House Sparrow. 

 

Sat 30 Mar.  Two hours birding before breakfast in the gardens of La Quinta brought 

several new birds: 4 swifts; Lesser Swallow-tail, Spot-fronted, Chestnut Collared and 

Vaux’s Swift.  Also, Ernesto called Costa Rican Swift but it had gone never to be seen 

again before we could get onto it.  Others included Olive-throated Parakeet, Tropical 

Gnatcatcher, Plain-coloured Tanager, Green Kingfisher, Rufous-tailed Jacana and 

Bronzy Hermit. 

 

After breakfast we left La Quinta for Arenal Observatory Lodge.  Our first stop en-

route was at a raptor watch look-out which yielded 10 species; new ones being King 

Vulture, White-tailed Kite, Harris’s Hawk and a large migration of Swainson’s Hawk.  

We also picked up Cliff Swallow and a few others we had seen before. 
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White-tailed Hawk 

 

We set off  to La Fortuna, a bustling tourist town in the shadow of the Arenal 

Volcano, where we had a pleasant lunch before heading to the rainforest on the shores 

of Lake Arenal.  In the forest we found Broad-billed and Keel-billed Motmot, Black 

& White Warbler, Philadelphia Vireo, Plain Xenops, Streak-breasted Wren, White-

throated Magpie-Jay and Great Ant Shrike.  We then moved to a look-out over the 

lake spotting Anhinga, Limpkin, Neotropic Cormorant and Osprey.  Next we went up 

to the Observatory Lodge to check-in and I took a couple of photos of the volcano – 

glad I did, we didn’t see it at all the following day.   

 

We took a short walk before we got rained off for the day. This produced Laughing 

Falcon and Band-backed Wren but a visit to the look-out point for Lovely Cotinga 

was not successful. 

 

Sun 31 Mar.  A very wet day but with some good birds.  The pre-breakfast walk 

produced Black-striped Sparrow, Stripe-throated Hermit, Sulphur-bellied Flycatcher 

and Grey-headed Chachalaca along with many other birds that we had seen before; 

but still no Lovely Cotinga!  After breakfast, still raining, we took to the forest where 

we got great views of Summer Tanager and Gartered Trogon, 3 species of Antbird 

attending an ant swarm; Spotted, Bi-coloured and Ocelated, along with White-

throated Thrush, Black-headed Nightingale-Thrush, Emerald, Hepatic and Bay-

headed Tanager and Tawny-capped Euphonia.  We returned to the lodge for lunch wet 

through but quite satisfied with the morning’s tally.  We decided to sit it out for a bit 

after lunch and I watched the antics of the White-nosed Coatis trying to get at the bird 

feeders and the tribe of Montezuma’s Oropendola as they continually raided these 

same feeders. 
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Montezuma’s Oropendola 

 

I went out with Ernesto about 1500 for another fruitless search for the Lovely 

Cotinga, but got great views of Scarlet-thighed Dacnis and Long-tailed Tyrant. We  

drove down the Observatory approach road and picked up White-fronted Parrot, Blue-

winged Warbler, Russet Antshrike and Swainson’s Thrush.  We were to see a large 

number of these thrushes over the next few days as they migrated north through Costa 

Rica. 

 

Mon 1 Apr.  Out at 0545 and more birding down the approach road before returning 

to the Lovely Cotinga look-out.  First up was Carmiol’s Tanager, in the books it’s still 

called Olive Tanager, quickly followed by Golden Olive Woodpecker, Fasciated 

Antshrike, Long-billed Gnatwren and the tiny Scale-crested Pygmy-Tyrant.  We had 

had fleeting glimpses of this little fellow the day before but never got the bins on him, 

today he showed really well.  Next was a pair of Orange-bellied Trogon and a 20 

minute search for Thicket Pitta, which was calling loudly and must have been very 

close, but we never got even a glimpse of him.  Then for our vigil for Lovely Cotinga.  

Nothing for nearly half an hour apart from Black-headed Saltator and a few regulars 

including both Southern and Northern Rough-wing Swallows and a Sharp-shinned 

Hawk,  Finally, Ernesto, who had been scanning the far side of the valley, said very 

quietly “Take a look”, Lovely Cotinga!  It was a long way off and I would not have 

believed that a bird that far away could have stood out so vividly against its 

background.  It was truly a never to be forgotten sight.  “OK” remarked Ernesto, “You 

can have breakfast now”. 

 

We left the Observatory Lodge after breakfast and, on our way to the Arenal Hanging 

Bridges, we saw Brown Jay and Giant Cowbird.  The Hanging Bridges consist of a 

walk through the forest taking in 6 bridges that cross the intervening valleys.  The 

bridges were very wobbly and the path was quite treacherous in places.  At one time it 
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had been beautifully paved but now much of the in-fill between the stones, and some 

of the stones too, had been washed away.  It is only about 2 miles but it took at least 2 

hours to complete and we got some good birds.  Unfortunately it was still dull and 

overcast with fairly frequent showers so photography was a bit of a dead loss.  I tried 

to get some shots of a Blue-black Grosbeak as it caught, killed, filleted and finally ate 

a huge weevil, but it was just too dark. We watched a party of Song Wren as they 

searched for food through the leaf litter below one of the bridges and darted into their 

nest to feed young.  But the best bird was Purplish-backed Quail-Dove, a very shy and 

quite rare species. 

                         

Not having much of a head for heights, especially on wobbly bridges, Daphne sat this 

walk out at the café and on our return we found that she had made friends with a tame, 

but definitely not indigenous, resident.  She had also got some great views of  

Swallow-tailed Kites. 

 

 
 

Swallow-tailed Kite 

          

After the Hanging Bridges we left the rainforest area and set out for wetlands around 

the Caño Negro area, in the north of the country near the Nicaraguan border.  To get 

there we retraced our steps through Fortuna and then went via Boca Arenal and Los 

Chiles, and did some wetland birding before heading for our hotel.  We found 

Woodstork, Purple Gallinule, Muscovy Duck and White Ibis as well as Northern 

Harrier, the diminutive Plain-breasted Ground-Dove, Red-winged Blackbird and 

Chimney Swift, but the star bird was Yellow-winged Tanager, not yet in most Costa 

Rica bird books and a recent southern drifter from Nicaragua.   

 

Tues 2 Apr.  An early morning boat trip on the Rio Caño Negro, an afternoon walk 

around the small town of Caño Negro and a short trip to get some night birds after 

supper gave us a fabulous day’s birding with 80 species seen and one of the most 

welcome features – brilliant sunshine and no rain!  We were on the river by 0615 and 

very soon we had notched up Black-necked Stilt, Gray-necked Woodrail; Great, 

Snowy and Cattle Egret; Green, Tri-coloured, Great Blue and Little Blue and Boat-

billed Heron as well as Bare-throated Tiger-Heron and Yellow-crowned Night-Heron.  

Jabiru, Roseate Spoonbill, Northern Jacana, Southern Lapwing and Spotted-Sandpiper 

rounded off the waders. Ducks were represented by Blue-winged Teal and Black-

bellied Whistling Duck.  The disappointment of not seeing Sun Bittern at La Selva 

was soon forgotten after superb views we had of Sun Grebe. 

        

Ringed, Amazon, Green and American Pygmy Kingfisher all showed well as did 

Striped and Mangrove Cuckoo.  We had loads of other new birds during the boat ride, 
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a pair of Lesser Yellow-headed Vultures were the only ones of the trip, Orchard 

Oriole, the beautiful yellow Prothonatory Warbler, Northern Water-Thrush, Slate-

headed Tody-Flycatcher and Spot-breasted Wren to name but a few.   

 

 
 

American Pygmy Kingfisher 

 

But it was not all birds on the river.  We saw lots of Spectacled Cayman, a huge 

Green Iguana and several Black River Turtles. 

 
    

 
 

 

We got back from the boat trip and began to look for the speciality of the area, 

Nicaraguan Grackle, and it wasn’t long before we found them.  Significantly smaller 

than the ubiquitous Great-tailed Grackle, this species is only found in the northern 

part of Costa Rica and nests in holes along the river bank.  We found 2 or 3 pairs 

gathering food and taking it back to nest holes to feed their young.   I also got a 

couple of nice shots of Olivaceous Piculet that was foraging through the branches of a 

riverside tree. 

 

We returned to the hotel for lunch, and as it was very hot in this part of the country we 

had a siesta until about 1530.  We then walked through Caño Negro and saw plenty of 

birds but only one new species, the somewhat nondescript Northern Beardless 

Tyrannulet.  After dinner we took a short night drive and managed to find Lesser 

Nighthawk, Paraque, Common Potoo and Pacific Screech Owl. 

 

Wed 3 Apr.  An early morning walk in Caño Negro produced many familiar birds but 

we added Black-headed Trogon, Dusky Antbird, Yellow-bellied Tyrannulet, Greenish 

Elaenia and the little hummer - Blue-throated Goldentail to our list before setting out 

on the relatively short journey through the town of Upala to Heliconias Lodge.  We 

made several stops en-route seeing Plumbeous Kite, Yellow-throated Vireo and 

White-throated Crake, which led us a merry dance as it called from the reeds beside 

the road, eventually coming out into the open for a good view but not long enough to 

get the camera out but I did get a shot of American Pygmy-Kingfisher. 

 

However, the highlight of the drive was Slate-coloured Seedeater.  This is a rare and 

pretty elusive species, its bright yellow bill makes it unmistakeable, and Ernesto was 

quite excited at finding it.  He said he only sees one or two a year.  We arrived at 

Heliconias Lodge in time for lunch.  The lodge is situated on the slopes of Volcán 

Miravalles in the Cordillera de Guanacaste and is a family run affair concentrating on 

environmental tourism.  Our room was a rustic, cottage style, unit with all the 
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essentials, however, it was seriously short on lumens.  When I removed the shade 

from the only bedside lamp the light level in the room rose by about 100%. 

 

As we ate our lunch Ernesto leapt up, “Quick” he said and shot outside.  Sure enough, 

circling overhead was Ornate Hawk-Eagle, this was the only one of the trip.  After 

lunch we walked one of the several trails at the lodge.  The target species here is Tody 

Motmot, at only 18cms by far the smallest of the Motmots.  The afternoon walk was 

very quiet with very few birds, Green and Red-legged Honeycreepers and White-

breasted Wood-Wren were seen but the only new birds were Scale-crested Pygmy-

Tyrant, Rufous Mourner and a magnificent Crested Owl which was perched just 

above the track.  I was lagging behind the other two and I only spotted him because I 

happened to look up trying to locate a call I heard as I walked underneath.  Naturally, 

despite the almost over-riding urge I didn’t keep him to myself. 

 

 
 

Crested Owl 
Thurs 4 Apr.  Two walks this morning, one before and one after breakfast in search 

of the elusive Tody Motmot.  We heard it, and it was very close, moving from one 

side of a trail bridge to the other, but didn’t get even a glimpse in the 15 or so minutes 

it was in the area.  Never mind, I know I was in the presence of a Tody Motmot!  New 

birds that we did find were Canada Warbler, Northern Barred Woodcreeper, Gray-

chested Dove and Thrush-like Schiffornis, which was another heard only bird.  It was 

time to move on to Hacienda Solimar, a privately owned ranch in the dry country on 

the Pacific side of the Cordillera de Guanacaste. Birding stops en-route gave us 

Canivet’s Emerald, Nutting’s and Brown-crested Flycatcher, Long-tailed Manakin 

and Olive Sparrow.  We crossed the Pan-American Highway and lunched at a very 
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nice restaurant overlooking the Rio Corbobici watching local youths hurling 

themselves into the white water as it rushed over the rocks.   

 

 
Tufted Flycatcher 

 

As we hit the approach roads to Solimar we found Collared Plover, Orange-fronted 

Parakeet, Inca Dove, Eastern Meadowlark, Rose-throated Becard, Turquoise-browed 

Motmot and a small family of Crested Bobwhite sheltering from the heat of the day in 

a tree.  We checked into Solimar, which is really just a farmhouse with about 6 rooms 

that are let for birdwatchers, and it was the least salubrious accommodation of our 

trip. If we thought the room our room at Heliconias was dark this one was like the 

black hole of Calcutta, and the toilet overflowing at 0100 necessitating a trawl 

through the pitch black house to find suitable relief in the middle of the night, didn’t 

help.  But, it was only one night and once we got into the field to go birding it was 

very obvious why it was chosen as a base for this area.  In our first hour of birding 

that afternoon we had 8 new birds.  Starting at the paddock at the end of the drive, 

where several pairs of Double-striped Thick-knee were breeding, we soon racked up 

Scrub Euphonia, Spot-breasted and Streak-backed Oriole, a magnificent pair of Blue 

Grosbeak – the male in full breeding plumage, Yellow-green Vireo, Western Tanager 

and Yellow-naped Parrot; as well as our best views of Indigo Bunting and Black-

crowned Tityra.  
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Fri 5 Apr.   Next day we gathered up the farm foreman and drove around the ranch.  

First stop was to get a better look at the Thick-nee, with the early morning sun behind 

us then the foreman showed us a Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl at its roost. New birds that 

morning include Cinnamon Hummingbird, Streaked Flycatcher, Scissor-tailed 

Flycatcher, American Kestrel and both Spotted and Solitary Sandpipers which were 

feeding on the margins of a farm dam.  This was the end of the dry season and the 

water in the dam was pretty low exposing an American Crocodile which had taken up 

residence.  We also came across a Black Iguana and an anteater, a Central American 

Tamandua, which was snoozing in a tree. 

   

We had many other birds but the new ones were Common Black-Hawk, Stripe-headed 

Sparrow, White-collared Seedeater, Ovenbird and the very secretive Lesser Ground-

Cuckoo.  Having followed the bird through the low bushes and long grass, getting 

fleeting glimpses every now and again I decided I would try for a photo.  I was 

astonished when I reviewed the result to find that I had one reasonable shot. 

 

 
Stripe-headed Sparrow 

   

It was soon time to leave Solimar and head off down the Pacific coast on the Pan-

American Highway to the town of Tarcoles and our next 2 nights’ accommodation, 

Villa La Pas.  We stopped just short of Tarcoles at Puerto Caldera for some mangrove 

birding picking up Magnificent Frigatebird, Mangrove Vireo, the resident race of the 

now familiar Yellow Warbler, it has a chestnut head as well as the streaking on the 

breast and is often referred to locally as Mangrove Warbler.  We also saw Mangrove 

and Scaly-breasted Hummingbird, Plain-capped Star-throat, the attractive White-lored 

Gnatcatcher and Panama Flycatcher.  We then moved on to the mouth of the Tarcoles 

river and scanned the mud-flats and sand-bar with scopes.  Royal and Sandwich 

Terns, Laughing and Franklin’s Gull along with Willet and Whimbrel were present.  

And so on to Villa La Pas arriving in time for a shower and call-over before dinner 

and bed.  This was a lovely hotel with all mod cons; Mrs Yates was ‘V’ happy. 

 

Sat 6 Apr.  The early morning walk gave us Fiery-billed Aracari and Steely-vented 

Hummingbird as the only new birds and after breakfast it was off to Carra National 

Park only a 5 minute drive away.  We walked the trails in this dry tropical forest all 

morning and it was brilliant.  Soon we were ticking off new birds: Ruddy-tailed 

Flycatcher, Dot-winged Antwren, Riverside Wren, Chestnut-backed Antbird, Scaly-
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throated Leaftosser and Black-hooded Antshrike to name-drop just a few.  But the 

best was yet to come; Baird’s Trogon and Golden-naped Woodpecker; Royal 

Flycatcher was a real treat and Manakins are always a joy to see, Red-capped and 

Blue-crowned Manakin today; but for me, the star of the morning was Black-faced 

Ant-Thrush.  This little 18cm bird strutted around the leaf litter, tail cocked and head 

up like he owned the whole forest – what a character!  We had lots of other birds and 

good views of Great Tinamou are usually hard to come by, but today’s bird was most 

co-operative. 

 

 
Acorn Woodpecker 

 

We also had a few other beasties.  We saw Central American Agouti running up the 

path and into the forest, Spider Monkeys clambered overhead for a while, and a Ghost 

bat was a very interesting find; and to round off the miscellaneous creatures we had 

Malachite and Basilisk Lizard, a Green and Black poison dart frog and loads of Leaf 

Cutter Ants busily cutting and carrying away leaves. 

 

After lunch we drove uphill behind the hotel to a ridge overlooking the national park 

and the Tarcoles river estuary where we would take a boat trip the following morning.  

The views were wonderful but there was not much in the way of birds.  We were 

entertained by a family group of White-faced Capuchins as they crossed the road in 

the trees ahead of us and they were accompanied by a Double-toothed Kite, according 

to Ernesto this species is often seen with the monkeys, it presumably picks up any 

morsels that they may disturb as they work their way through the trees. 

 

The whole area on the ridge was much disturbed by road building for more hotel 

building, so we headed down to the coast at Tarcoles.  Here we saw Brown Pelican 

and Semi-palmated Plover, but the real reason Ernesto had brought us was to see the 

Scarlet Macaws as they came in to feed before nightfall – and what a spectacle they 



 

 28 

were.  There was about a dozen birds and they flew between the trees collecting nuts 

and making a fair old racket. 

 

Sun 7 Apr.  We had an early morning boat trip out on the Tarcoles estuary, 

unfortunately the tide was quite well out so our progress across the sand-bars and up-

river was limited and we had seen some of the birds the previous day but we still 

added Black-bellied Plover (Grey Plover to us), Least Sandpiper, Wilson’s Plover, 

Ruddy Turnstone, American Golden Plover and Sanderling to our wader collection 

and a few Elegant Tern were embedded in the raft of Royal and Sandwich Terns.  A 

late departing Belted Kingfisher was still trying his luck in Costa Rica when most of 

his kind had departed their winter quarters.  All the herons and egrets were well 

represented as were Woodstork and Roseate Spoonbill and the mud-flats were 

teeming with American Crocodile and crabs of all shapes and colours.  We had 3 new 

non water type birds Crane Hawk, Rufous-browed Peppershrike and a Southern 

Beardless Tyrannulet so that we could compare it with its Northern namesake. (If you 

can tell the difference in the field you’re a better man than me.)  We returned to the 

hotel about 0930 for breakfast, to pack our bags and move to Savegre.  This was quite 

a long drive with a few birding stops and a picnic break on the way and we got more 

good birds.   

 

 
Woodstork 

First up was a pair of Red-crowned Woodpecker, Smooth-billed Ani sat alongside its 

Groove-billed relative which did give us a good comparison and Cherie’s Tanager.  

The male Cherie’s and Passerini’s are pretty near identical, but the females are 

markedly different. Next came Thick-billed and Spot-breasted Euphonia, Pale-

breasted Spinetail and Charming Hummingbird.  At one point Ernesto screeched to a 

halt, did a U-turn and parked just before a bridge. There on a wire was a pair of Pearl 

Kites.  
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Pearl Kite 

 

These superb little raptors kept us entertained for about 20 minutes.  Having got into 

the Savegre Valley at a height of about 3,000m we stopped for more birds; Hairy 

Woodpecker , Flame Coloured Tanager and Flame throated Warbler this time.  We 

then continued to the Savegre hotel.  

 

This hotel is in a wonderful position, nestling in the hills among the most beautiful 

gardens; Impatiens, Geraniums, Agapanthus, Black-eyed Susan, Hydrangeas etc, all 

flowering in profusion.  There are several hummingbird feeders attracting Stripe-

tailed, Volcano, Scintillant and Magnificent Hummingbirds, plus Green Violet-ear 

and White-throated Mountain Gem.  They are very difficult to photograph as they 

zoom about like bumble bees chasing each other, but such a delight to watch.   

Wherever else you go in Costa Rica, a stay at the Savegre Hotel is a must! 

 

Mon 8 Apr.  We set out at 0600 to stake-out a nest of Resplendent Quetzal that 

Ernesto had been told of.  The site was about 5km up the road and only about 50m 

back from it.  All was quiet and deserted on arrival, but by 0615 several other bird 

watchers had turned up and we all waited patiently.  Just after 0715 the female 

returned, visited the nest hole, presumably to feed young, and then went and sat in a 

tree about another 150m further back.  I could have wished she was closer but 

everyone got extended views through their scopes.  We hung about until about 0800 

but, unfortunately, the male did not put in an appearance.  We visited the same spot 

for the next 2 mornings but that was the only sighting. 

     

After breakfast we spent the rest of the day birding the gardens surrounding the hotel 

and the road into the Savegre Valley.  Good birds found were Acorn Woodpecker, 

Slaty Flowerpiercer, Ruddy-capped and Black-billed Nightingale-Thrush, Black-

cheeked Warbler, Wren Thrush, Sooty Thrush, Band-tailed Pigeon, Tufted and 

Yellowish Flycatcher, Collared Trogon, Spot-crowned Woodcreeper, Yellow-winged 

Vireo, Ochraceous and Dark Peewee, Mountain Thrush and Emerald Toucanet.  

Mountain Thrush is very similar to the ubiquitous Clay-coloured Thrush to look at but 

quite different in behaviour.  It is very shy and secretive and it took many attempts to 

actually see one although we had heard them calling several times. 
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After dinner a spot of night birding was called for.  Again it was a short drive up the 

road before Ernesto stopped and tried to call in a few birds.  The only success was 

Dusky Nightjar; but throughout the proceedings we had heard these strange wailing 

calls which were getting louder.  “What is it?” I asked Ernesto.  “Those are 

Cacomistles”, he replied and tried making some calls himself.  Within about 10 

minutes he was conducting a 4 way conversation with 3 of the creatures.  A quite rare 

animal it is a member of the family that includes racoons and coatis.  It is arboreal, 

inhabiting the mid to upper levels of the canopy and is usually solitary.  It is likely 

that they were responding to Ernesto and each other as this was the breeding season, 

females are only receptive for one day so have to ensure that they encounter a male on 

that day.  However, the whole experience was weird and fascinating.  On the short 

drive back to the hotel we saw a pair of Hairy Porcupine balancing precariously on an 

electric cable over the road.  They looked very surprised and embarrassed at being 

caught out.   

 

Tues 9 Apr.  A short early morning walk brought us Yellow-billed Siskin, Brown-

capped Vireo, Chestnut-capped Bush-Finch, Lineated Foliage-Gleaner and Torrent 

Tyrannulet.  It was then time leave the magic Savegre Valley and head uphill to the 

summit of Cerro de la Muerte at 3,490m, in old money 11,420ft according to my 

GPS.  “Hang-on, Ernesto” I said, “I’m aircrew, I’ve never been this high without 

oxygen!” I survived. The targets up here were Timberline Wren and Volcano Junco. 

We got them both. 

 

 
Volcano Junco. 

 

Two other high level birds we found later were Peg-billed Finch and Black-capped 

Flycatcher.  We were now heading back towards San Jose and our last night-stop of 

the trip; but not before a couple more birding stops.  Lunch was taken at a restaurant 

called Paraiso del Quetzal that again had a load of humming bird feeders, and here the 

main customers were Fiery-throated and Magnificent Hummers.   
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Magnificent Hummingbird 

 

While at the restaurant we also collected Black-thighed Grosbeak.  We moved on to 

stop at a town drainage ditch that gave us Common Moorhen, a ploughed field that 

yielded Mourning Dove and Kildeer and a grassy roadside meadow that gave us a 

very fleeting glimpse of Sedge Wren, again we could hear him calling and even see 

the grasses moving but when it broke cover it was for a 2 second up and down, never 

to be seen again.  It was then on to Ernesto’s parents’ coffee farm for some 

refreshment, coffee naturally, and to look around the area of the farm that Ernesto has 

comandeered as a wildlife area.  Here we found Orange-bellied Nightingale-Thrush 

and White-eared Sparrow and soon it was time to head for our overnight 

accommodation at the Sanchiri Hotel.   

 

 

Wed 10 Apr.  Our last day of birding with Ernesto and he wanted to catch up with a 

few species that had so far ‘got away’.  We were planning to go into the Tapanti 

National Park but Ernesto decided on the hills above Ujarrás village instead. We 

began the day with Black Phoebe, a species we had fleeting glimpses of previously 

but today stayed around to see it well.  Overhead a Bi-coloured Hawk did 3 or 4 

circuits at a relatively low level and we were able to pick out the Rufous feathering on 

the thighs. Several hummers worked a patch of flowers beside the path; we had seen 

them all before.   A bit further down the track Ernesto spotted a hummingbird’s nest 

and we could just pick out 2 tiny beaks protruding over the edge.  We hung around 

and although we didn’t see an adult Ernesto recognised the call of Stripe-throated 

Hummingbird and was happy that it was the owner of the tiny nest.  

 

Other birds on this track included Slate-throated Redstart, Blackburnian Warbler, 

Elegant Euphonia, we now had the full set of Costa Rican euphonias, Olivaceous 

Woodcreeper and Spotted Barbtail, Red-faced Spinetail, Black-throated Green 

Warbler, White-naped Brush-Finch and some good views at last of Chestnut-headed 

Oropendola.  Our other new raptor for the day was Hook-billed Kite which 
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conveniently sat on a post on the other side of a field, not quite close enough for a 

photo.  On our return to the vehicle we heard Buffy-crowned Wood-Partridge calling.  

Like yesterday’s Sedge Wren we could hear them moving along behind some deep 

cover and we got just a brief glimpse as they shot straight across the track about 50m 

away.  Most unsatisfactory!   These are birds I refer to HSNI. (Heard & Seen but Not 

Identified)   

 

 
Emerald Toucanet 

 

We lunched in Ujarrás, with a small flock of Crimson-fronted Parakeet feeding noisily 

in a tree in the car park and a juvenile Yellow-headed Caracara turning over the clods 

of earth in an adjacent field seeking out his own lunch. 

 

After lunch the search began for Prevost’s Ground-Sparrow, one of the last birds on 

Ernesto’s list for us.  We started in the gardens of the café and surrounding paddocks 

without success so we moved to a second location where we found a couple darting in 

and out of the hedgerow as we walked up a very small road between two fields.  

Finally, one stopped on the edge of the road for a speculative search for stray seeds 

and we got a good view of this very smart chap.  It was now about 1600 and Ernesto 

said we should head off to our hotel as we had to drive through Cartago and San Jose 

and soon the evening rush hour would be in full swing.  It took us over an hour and a 

half to reach Hotel Bourgainvillea. Ernesto didn’t want to leave until about 1900 to let 

the traffic die down, so we checked into our room and then we all had a beer before 

the final bird count.  Ernesto made our tally 468, but I knew that there were a few 

birds that he had seen and we hadn’t; I reckoned our total to be nearer 455. Not a bad 

tally for 14 days birding. Ernesto left and we had dinner, next day we would explore 

the grounds of the hotel. 
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This was a superb birding trip and I can recommend Costa Rica Gateway to anyone 

thinking of visiting the country. 

 

 

 
Slaty Flowerpecker 

 

 

 
 

Spectacled Cayman 
 

 

All pictures by Daphne and Dick Yates. 
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SOUTH WEST SPAIN AND COTO DONĂNA 

 

By Karen Sims and John Towers 

 

John and I had been to the Bird Fair in August and had spoken to a young Spanish 

Bird Guide called Manu Mojarro who ran wildlife and heritage tours in south western 

Spain. He was enthusiastic and spoke amazing English. Neither of us knows much 

Spanish so this was a plus point for days spent out in the countryside away from the 

tourist areas of Andalusia. 

 

We thought about it for a couple of months and then contacted Manu to arrange a trip 

for March 2013. Manu put us in touch with Mark Walker of Visit Huelva who 

arranged our hotel accommodation for a week. Together with Manu we organized 5 

days guided bird watching and collection from Faro airport over the border in 

Portugal.  

 

 Our flight from Bristol to Faro was at 06.55 so we stayed overnight in the Holiday 

Inn just outside the airport. After a smooth and on time Easyjet flight we arrived at 

9.20 and very quickly collected our bags. Out in the arrivals hall we were met by 

Manu who took us to his 4x4 in the parking area.  The drive to our hotel was 2 hours 

on virtually empty roads. A large part of the drive was through huge areas of fruit 

trees and acres of strawberry growing under plastic tunnels. Spain produces 90% of 

the strawberries imported by other European countries and this area produces 95% of 

that total. 

 

En route we saw our first hirundines of the year, Barn Swallows and House Martins. 

The birds of southern Spain all appeared during the drive to our hotel over the border 

from Portugal; Azure-winged Magpies, Black and Red Kites, Yellow-legged Gulls, 

White Storks, Cattle Egrets, Corn Bunting and Spotless Starlings. We also had up to 4 

Marsh Harriers, numerous Buzzards and Kestrels. 

 

 
 

Azure-winged Magpie 
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We were booked on a half board basis at the Ardea Purpurea hotel and restaurant in 

Villamanrique de la Contessa, just north of the Coto Donana National Park. This 

lovely hotel was built in the style of the marsh farms with a thatched reed roof and 

huge beamed rooms.  Our room had patio areas front and back overlooking the 

grounds and the lake. We were some 800 metres outside the town and surrounded by 

lovely woods. 

  

Manu drove us into the town square where we found a bar for lunch. He arranged to 

meet us next morning at 9 for our first day out. We had 3 glasses of local sherry, 

tapas, sandwiches and a coffee all for 9 euros. This was definitely not France where 

the drinks would have been easily that price alone. The bar was full of locals all 

talking away in very fast dialect we didn’t understand at all. No one spoke any 

English and it was great fun.   

 

We walked back through town and on into the forest surrounding the hotel. The trees 

were mostly Cork and Holm Oak and huge Umbrella Pines, the source of those very 

expensive pine nuts. The sun was coming out and so were the butterflies with Red 

Admirals looking newly hatched and Large Whites. There were quite a few people out 

riding the beautiful local Andalusia horses. Horses and riding are very popular in this 

region with many houses having securing rings on the walls to tie up the mounts and 

there were horses in lots of yards and paddocks. We went back to the hotel for a quiet 

sit down by the pond and then a stroll around the grounds watching the local birds 

which included Tree Sparrows, Black Redstart, Serin, Hoopoe, Crested Lark and 

Blackcap. 

 

Sunday 

Southern Donana (Huelva Province), El Rocio (Marisma Madre), La Rocina, 

Acebuche Visitors Centre and El Asperillo. 

We had a good night’s sleep in complete darkness and very quite except for the odd 

noise from the ducks and geese on the lake. Manu arrived at 9.00 and showed us on 

his map where we were going for the day. It was a grey and drizzly morning and it did 

not look likely to improve. Manu had to rearrange our days that week because the 

long term forecast looked as if it was going to get wetter. They needed the rain to get 

them through the summer months so I think the locals were quite pleased with it. We 

drove to El Rocio via acres and acres of strawberries in poly tunnels. 

 

El Rocio was like no other place in Spain. Imagine a Wild West town in Spanish 

style. It had not a single paved road, all sand track made for horses which were 

everywhere with horse boxes, hitching posts and people in felt hats and riding clothes. 

The houses are veranda-bordered and mainly belonged to brotherhoods (hermandad) 

and were built for the annual pilgrimage to the village. It is a religious centre which 

hosts a huge annual festival when thousands of people arrive during Pentecost. They 

come in brightly covered horse-drawn tilt carts to honour the Madonna of the Marsh. 

The brotherhoods or families stay in their own houses for the festival where they were 

joined by many more to watch the festivities. At the end of the festival they all wend 

their way home to Seville, Huelva and surrounds. They travel back through the park 

on well worn tracks that have been used for hundreds of years.  El Rocio returns to its 

normally sleepy self. As it was a weekend there were a few parties around for Sunday 

lunch and a day out. 
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There is a great bird centre run by SECO overlooking Madre del Rocio in the village 

with good facilities and Zeiss scopes for you to use. It is a two storey building with a 

great view of the marsh from inside and out with a covered veranda on the top deck. 

We saw 2 Spanish Imperial eagles which were a long standing pair over in the top of 

some very tall Eucalyptus trees where they had a nest. On the marsh were Glossy Ibis, 

Red-crested Pochard, Black-tailed Godwit, Pintail, Spoonbill, Black-winged Stilt, 

Greater Flamingo and scores of Shoveler. 

 

 
 

Glossy Ibis 

 

 

We went to La Rocina where the river flows into the marsh at El Rocio and saw 

Purple Swamphen, Little Grebe, a couple more Glossy Ibis, Stonechat, more Red-

crested Pochard and the inevitable  Shoveler. These seem to be on any pieces of fresh 

water the whole week. Back to El Rocio for a tapas lunch then on to Palacio del 

Acebron circular walk via a lovely wood and the lake. This beautiful palace of white 

marble is now a museum but had once been home to a rich merchant who had it built 

in 1961 as a base for hunting trips.  From the boardwalk we saw 11 Black-Crowned 

Night Herons roosting in the lake side bushes. We went on to El Pajaro visitor centre 

at El Acebuche and fed the Azure-Winged Magpies to get some close up views and a 

few photos. On the way down to this site we saw Manu's first Woodchat Shrike of the 

season. He was excited and said spring must be on its way with migration started. 

We travelled down to the coast and out across a board walk on to the beach at Cuesta 

De Maneli. The walk through costal scrub and sand dunes gave us very fleeting 

glimpses of Dartford and Sardinian Warblers. Then down on to the beach to the wild 

Atlantic coast where there was a lone Sanderling running in and out of the waves. 

There were some Gannets and a Great Skua in the distance.  The drive back to the 

hotel was about an hour and we were absolutely knackered after a great day out!   
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Monday 

Northern Donana (Sevilla & Huelva Provinces), farmland at Villamanrique, 

Cano del Guadimar, Marisma de Hinojos, J A Valverde Visitors Centre, River 

Guadiamar, paddy fields of Isla Mayor and the lake “Dehesa de Adajo” 

 

The weather had not improved and it was forecast for heavy rain for most of the day 

and pretty cool. Manu picked us up at 9 and we were resigned to spending most of the 

day in the mini van! Manu drove slowly south west through agricultural land and fruit 

and wheat fields stopping en route when seeing anything worthwhile. As the rain was 

being driven by the wind it made watching for anything moving very challenging. We 

headed toward the visitor centre, Jose Antonio Valverde, which we passed first on our 

left before stopping when the road ran out at Casa De La Escupidera. We scanned the 

fenced reserve area and spotted a large flock of Godwits feeding on the flooded areas 

of short grass. We then turned back to the visitor centre and set up the scopes inside 

the large glazed view hall which overlooked some open water. We had very good 

views of a Black-crowned Night Heron standing out in open and awake! There were 

also 3 or 4 Purple Swamphen, lots of Gadwall and one Pintail. There was a big mixed 

flock of hirundines including many Sand Martins and one lone Common Swift.  

 

Then we headed back out into the rain and driving very slowly on near deserted roads 

stopping off when seeing anything interesting - which was lots and often – including 

Great Spotted Cuckoo freshly arrived and finding big fat hairy caterpillars in the 

roadside vegetation. We had lovely views of the strikingly handsome bird. A Caspian 

Tern sailed past flying fast over the Donana with big flocks of Glossy Ibis feeding on 

the marsh and a small group of Common Cranes.  These would be slowly making 

their way up to northern Europe to the breeding grounds, most had already left. 

 

 
 

Great Spotted Cuckoo 

 

On the way back to the hotel we stopped at a man made fresh water lake, the Dehesa 

De Abajo. The rain had stopped at last and we were able to climb out of the van and 

scope from the road where we saw another Great Spotted Cuckoo, again finding big 

caterpillars in the weeds. On the lake were Black-necked Grebe, a well off track 
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Long-tailed Duck ( a young male) and  3 Red-knobbed Coot which all had neck 

collars. They had been released back into the area from a captive breeding program 

nearby. We also had lovely views of a pale morph Booted Eagle. 

 

It was an amazing day in the pouring rain seeing 89 species and bringing the total to 

110. 

 

Tuesday 

Odiel Marshes Nature Reserve (Huelva Province), “Anastasio Senra” Visitors 

Centre (or just Clatilla), Saltes Island, Pier “Juan Carlos 1” and the industrial 

salt pans area. 

 

Manu collected for a 55 minute drive to Huelva and the Odiel Marshes Nature 

Reserve. This is a tidal salt marsh alongside a busy port and industrial complex. Not 

the prettiest place but marvellous for birding.The area has a heavy commercial sector 

with an oil refinery and industrial scale salt pans and working docks. Despite this it is 

haven for wildlife, in particular waders and gulls. The old style salt pans, many no 

longer in use, offer different levels of water for the birds and there are lots of brine 

flies. 

 

 
 

Slender-billed Gull 

 

It has a large colony of nesting spoonbills and these could be seen feeding on many 

parts of the reserve. It is also a good site for two of the most beautiful gull species, 

Slender-billed and the rare Audouin’s. The Slender-billed were coming into their pink 

breeding plumage and looked fantastic. 

 

Amongst the numerous waders were Curlew Sandpiper, Kentish Plover and Little 

Stint. We saw at least 8 Osprey fishing the river. The local ringer and warden told us 

that the ospreys included the original breeding pair and a trio from the previous year’s 

successful breeders. On the bank of one of the old style salt pans that was still worked 

by its elderly owner was a Stone Curlew sitting out and enjoying the sunshine while it 

lasted. Down on the long track to the estuary mouth we spotted a beautiful Subalpine 

Warbler that had probably just arrived and it was busily feeding in the weedy margins. 

This area has huge stands of White Broom which do hold the resident Chameleons but 

you could search for hours trying to find one. There was also a lovely group of tall 
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yellow Cistance, a broom rape that is parasitic on Cistus. There were large areas of 

Cistus on the marsh that were just coming into flower. 

 

Manu had arranged passes for us to enter the restricted areas. These consisted of 

woodland, flooded fresh water pools and sandy tracks around large salt pans that were 

in various stages of management. A hide overlooking some of the older pans held 

Oystercatcher, Black-winged Stilt and Avocet. We also had great views of a Peregrine 

hunting as we left this area. We met the warden again on his rounds and he discussed 

with Manu the ringing plans for the Osprey chicks when nesting started. The weather 

was still unsettled and not particularly warm even in the sun, but what an amazing 

place. We drove into the edge of Huelva for lunch at a very smart but quiet Gastro bar 

in Camerlos.  

 

An amazing habitat and we saw a high number of species (87) with 29 new additions 

to the list and some lifers for both of us. 

 

 
 

Black-crowned Night Heron 

 

 

 

Wednesday 

 

Manu was taking a Saga group around the park today so we had a free day. We spent 

the morning walking the woods and fields around the hotel. A new bird was 

Whitethroat in the climbers on the hotel perimeter fencing with a group of Blackcaps. 

We walked into town for a coffee and a glass of wine before heading out of town into 

a large wood of mainly Cork oak and Stone Pines. The birds were a bit quiet because 

of the woodland management work being carried out. We decided to return to the 
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hotel for some water and fruit and a sit in the sun whilst it lasted. We then had great 

views of first one then a pair of Booted Eagles flying close to the hotel. That 

afternoon we explored the area immediately outside the hotel grounds. Walking to the 

end of the woods we turned right up a track and stopped by a pond where we had 

lovely views of a couple of very smart Stonechats. There were Serin, Goldfinch, 

Greenfinch, lots of singing Corn Buntings and Fan-tailed Warblers.  

 

I heard a Common Cuckoo and John spotted it a long way off on a tree. He managed 

to take a record photograph (it seemed to be miles away). We saw large flocks of 

Azure-winged Magpie and many Hoopoes from the tracks in the wood. The woods 

had lovely patches of Paper White Narcissi and Asphodel with the tiny Sand Crocus 

coming through on the tracks. A few butterflies were about with Painted Lady and 

what appeared to be a new hatch of Red Admirals. 

 

Thursday 

 

El Andevalo (Huelva Province), Villanueva de los Castillejos, Rock of Puebla de 

Guzman and El Lagunazo Mine (Tharsis) 

 

Headed off into the rain with an early 7.30 pickup by Manu. The intention was for us 

to go looking for lynx but the weather was so bad we decided it would be fruitless, so 

we set off for the hills to try and see Great and Little Bustards. We headed west down 

the motorway then north after reaching the turnoff for Huelva. Lots of fruit trees 

including oranges going to waste as the farmers can't afford the labour costs to pick 

them. We pulled off the road onto a track with the rain pelting down. Manu stopped 

the van when the track got too difficult and we walked another half a mile or so and 

were absolutely drenched.  

 

We nearly stepped on 5 Great Bustards, getting a great view of them flying into the 

nearby scrub where they settled and we could watch them through dripping 

binoculars. We decided to put up the scopes for better views despite the rain which 

was now coming down like stair rods. Manu initially called 4 males and a female. 

Walked a bit further and 4 took off - one of the original 5 with 3 others and Manu 

reckoned in total there were 8 - 4 of each gender. No Little Bustards to be seen so 

completely soaked we headed back to the vehicle. On the way Manu turned over large 

stones until he found a Yellow Scorpion and some very large orange and black striped 

Centipedes. Back at the van a little Owl was around some old buildings hunched up in 

the rain. 
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Hoopoe 

 

 

The next task was to find a bar with a fire to dry our clothes and we eventually found 

one in a small village. The patrons though we were mad but banked up the logs and 

gave us front row seats where we rung out our wet socks and hung them to dry on the 

fire irons. After a welcome cup of coffee we all has a good laugh at the experience of 

the morning. I told Manu I didn’t think I had ever been so wet, he grinned and said he 

was so pleased! The bar owner had a red legged ‘grouse’ in a tiny cage hanging on the 

bar wall. They take the bird with then when they go hunting to attract the others! 

Manu said it was not as bad as it used to be but there are still the old school who say it 

is tradition and they will carry on. 

 

Back out to the van the sun had come out, but not for long. We went up to a high 

rocky plateau and saw Blue Rock Thrush and Woodlark but no Rock Bunting. This is 

a religious site with a lovely chapel and dormitory buildings for pilgrims. Wonderful 

views across the plains area. Off for some lunch in the same village as the log fire. 

This was a very popular local restaurant that sold authentic local food and it was 

packed. John and Manu had great local Iberico ham and chick pea soup and I had 4 

types of black pig meat but chose not to have the neck glands! There was a huge plate 

of raw wild mushrooms near the bar and the owner proudly showed us a bag of white 

truffles. After lunch we went to a disused copper mine (Rio Tinto) and saw 4 Red-

billed Chough, 2 nest building Black-winged Kite and a newly arrived Short-toed 

Eagle. The mine lake was home to a pair of Eagle Owls (no sign of these) and Black 

Stork had nested in previous years, again no sign that day. 

 

Headed back home to the hotel in full sun, how maddening was that! 

 

Friday 

Sierra Norte (Seville Province), Alanis – La Nava Raptor Point and Aznalcazar 

(Donana area) 

 

This morning we had a long drive north past Seville to a great area for raptors. We 

had large numbers of Griffon and Black Vultures catching the thermals together with 

a juvenile Golden Eagle and Sparrowhawk. A real highlight was a pair of mated 

Spanish Imperial Eagles. They were near a nest and seen mating as well as making 
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display flights and calling to each other – fantastic. This area had huge Fighting Bull 

farms and Black Pigs for the famous Iberico hams. We had brought lunch with us 

today and ate this on a bridge over a small river that was being hunted over by Barn 

Swallows, House and Crag Martin. Great views here of Red-rumped Swallow and all 

the while the Spanish Imperial Eagles were calling and flying around us with 

thermaling vultures. 

 

 
 

Very rare Black Vulture 

 

There are less than 1000 Black Vultures in Europe. This is the largest true raptor in 

the World. Ed. 

 

On the way home Manu showed us an area near our hotel where in previous years he 

had seen a female Iberian Lynx with three kittens. There were lots of mushroom 

gathers around so we did not hold out much hope of seeing one. But driving back 
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down the sand tracks towards the tarmac road, John shouted lynx and we slowly 

backed up to a track through the orange groves and there was a huge male. He was 

wearing a radio collar but just strolled along and sat at the side of the track completely 

ignoring us. He knew we were there but got up and scent marked his way off into the 

side bushes – amazing. He was much bigger than we expected. Unfortunately a chain 

link fence got in the way of any good photographs but we had record shots. Manu was 

excited as we were; it was the first male he had seen. What an end to a fantastic week.  

 

Saturday 

 

Back to Faro Airport 

 

We left the hotel at 8am after some difficulty leaving the hotel grounds. The gates 

were still locked for the night but we added another bird to the list, a calling Tawny 

Owls. Just outside of town we saw a Harrier quartering the orange groves, Manu said 

it looked like Montague but it vanished. We pulled over to the side of the road and 

retrieved a pair of binoculars from the luggage – moral here, do not pack these till you 

get to the airport, - Manu had put his in the seat locker under John! The bird 

reappeared and it was beautiful male Montague which we all had a great look at 

through the shared binoculars. That made the week’s total 149 species. 

 

 We thanked Manu for a fantastic week which despite the weather produced some 

amazing birds and some fun days out. He said our bird total was a record for him on a 

5 day trip so he was very pleased with it as well. We hoped to see him at the next bird 

fair and talked about arranging another trip may be a few weeks later in the year next 

time. 

 

We have some ideas for a RAFOS trip either purely as a holiday or more probably 

assisting BirdLife Spain with monitoring work.  More on that at the AGM. 

 

Manu Mojarro – manu@spoontrips.com (www. Spoontrips.com) 

Hotel – www.ardeapurpureatutismo.com 

Booking agent – www.visitdonana.co.uk 

PS: Did you all spot the name of the hotel? 

 

All pictures by Karen and John. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:manu@spoontrips.com
http://www.ardeapurpureatutismo.com/
http://www.visitdonana.co.uk/
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Five Go Mad at Leuchars 

 

And the rest didn’t exactly behave themselves! 
 

by Martin Routledge 

 
OK I’ve got a confession to make: I’ve got a bit of a soft spot for RAF Leuchars.  

Well I did my first operational tour there in 1978 on Phantoms which was huge fun 

and then managed to sneak back in 2001-3 as Station Commander and Air Officer 

Scotland which frankly was a blast as well!  So when I found myself back there in 

2011 for a visit to 612(County of Aberdeen) Squadron RAuxAF I suddenly thought, 

‘what a great place for a RAFOS expedition based on the MOD Birdcount project’.  I 

tried to get an expedition off the ground in 2012 but to no avail; still, working on the 

faint heart never won fair lady principle I set the whole thing up again this year and 

this time had sufficient interest from the RAFOS membership to make it worthwhile. 

 

 
 

Scanning the upper Eden                                                                        Mike Blair 
 

And why wouldn’t it be worthwhile?  If you had a local patch with grassland, gorse 

scrub, deciduous woodland, coniferous woodland, and a slack handful of old 

buildings with dunes and the North Sea to the East and a SSSI estuary to the South 

wouldn’t you think it was worth exploring?  Throw in some of the newest aircraft in 

the RAF’s inventory and some of the oldest buildings and the interest level just keeps 

on rising.  Indeed, as an old station much of the infrastructure still bears the stamp of 

its 1920s heritage which provides massive nesting habitats and there is still plenty of 

untamed scrub and lots of bird friendly areas around the unit so an MOD Birdcount 

survey was always going to be a good idea.  I needed a name for the expedition and 

drawing on the location and the station badge decided on Expedition St Andrew’s 

Cross – someone suggested he was only a tad miffed but that didn’t read correctly! 
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There were to be five visiting birders: me, Mike Blair, Sue Fleming, George Candelin 

and Keith Cowieson.  The visitors were supplemented by two resident RAFOS 

members Vron Wootton and George Adams and we had further interest from other 

members of the unit who may just be persuaded to join RAFOS in due course.  Vron 

ran the HiVE at Leuchars so was well placed to make all sorts of things happen while 

George Adams worked for the Bird Control Unit so already knew where the 

interesting birds were to be found.  Having George Candelin along meant we could 

also undertake ringing and use this to complement the survey work – in particular 

adding extra evidence of breeding.  The away team were accommodated in 2 old 

airmen’s married quarters which are now maintained and administered by SSAFA as 

‘contact houses’ they worked a treat and meant we were right on site but still 

comfortable. 

 

So what was the point?  Members may well remember a piece I wrote way back in 

2010 entitled ‘Those who count know – Those who don’t know, don’t count’ all about 

the MOD Birdcount project which is now interwoven with the BTO BirdTrack 

survey.  In essence, those responsible for husbanding the Defence estate (now called 

the Defence Infrastructure Organisation or DIO) need to demonstrate their 

conservation credentials through a variety of means.  One method is through the 

MOD Birdcount which, as it is now delivered through Birdtrack, is a year round 

activity and a very powerful tool for adding to the sum total of knowledge about Birds 

in Britain.  It is also pretty easy to do and as the computer based system already has a 

pull down list of all the MOD sites it is also easy to set up.  Based on this 

methodology we planned to do walk through surveys on a look, hear, count basis on 

each morning of the 5 main survey days and then complement this work with ringing, 

casual records and recreational birding in the local area.  As the area was also a SSSI, 

RAMSAR site, and National Nature Reserve we also agreed to do some spot counts 

for the Fife Countryside Ranger. 

 

 
 

Oystercatcher chick ringed                               Vron Wootten 
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How did we get on?  Pretty well I think.  The weather was glorious if a touch breezy 

and overall we entered 7 complete species lists (2 from just outside Leuchars at a site 

known as the Goose Pools (ney geese and ney much of a pool either!).  We turned up 

no less than 58 species on the MOD estate including along the shore of the estuary 

boundary with the base.  Of these 30 were confirmed as breeding using the BTO 

standard methodology.  There were nesting birds everywhere and the flat roofs of the 

main technical area were very popular with Oystercatchers.  We managed to catch and 

ring one Oyke chick but it was also pretty clear that young chicks were being heavily 

predated by Carrion Crows.  The problem with the roofs was there was little or no 

protection for the chicks and we’ve recommended placing some concrete pipes up 

there to afford the chicks a chance of dashing for cover.  Such is the maintenance of a 

station like Leuchars that there were plenty of other nest sites available and we found 

House Sparrows going into old bits of pipe in building gable ends, Swallows all 

around the Guardroom covered walkways, House Martins along the MQ eaves, and of 

course Great and Blue Tits nesting in just about any old nook or cranny.  And that was 

before we started on the natural habitat! 

 

Habitat wise the base could be divided into 4 main areas: the built estate, the airfield 

grassland, the mature woodland of the conservation area and the eastern undershoot 

gorse scrub.  Each produced its own highlights from Oystercatchers and Swallows on 

the technical site; Skylarks and Meadow Pipits on the grassland; Woodpeckers in the 

conservation area; and Linnets in the gorse scrub.  George A also put us on to a 

Kestrel nesting in the now disused engine de-tuner (or as the engineer would call it the 

installed engine test facility).  Birds were diverse and abundant before we even 

stepped off site.  We had House Martins nesting by the house, Swifts screaming 

across the roof and a particularly noisy Blackbird which insisted on greeting the dawn 

at about 0300 each day.  

 
 

          Chaffinch              Vron Wootten 
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A short distance away from Leuchars, no more than 3 kilometres in a straight line, we 

found another 15 species at places such as the Goose Pools, Tentsmuir Forest, Morton 

Lochs and Reres Wood and then roaming more widely into Fife, and especially down 

at Fife Ness for a sea watch, we logged another 23 species.  Among all this were some 

interesting finds.  The Fulmars for example that were nesting in the old quarry at 

Balmullo, a pair of Garganey at Morton Lochs and a pair of Little Egret on the Eden 

which were classed as a local rarity.  The Estuary is a very important location for 

Shelduck and they were very well represented but we only saw one group of Shelduck 

offspring which does question how successful they’ve been at breeding this year. 

 

Most of the formal survey work was undertaken by Mike and Sue with Keith joining 

in once he’d arrived.  George C and I concentrated on the ringing effort and trapped 

56 birds from 13 species all of which were confirmed as breeding on the site.  Several 

station members came to watch the ringing activity and this gave us a chance to 

promote the aims and objectives of RAFOS to a wider audience.  On the last full day, 

Keith and George C managed to find a Wren’s nest which gave Vron a chance to 

show off her photographic skills. 

 

Overall this short expedition was hugely enjoyable.  The birding was first-rate and the 

scientific input valuable.  The company matched the birds and the facilities made this 

a very straightforward event for all.  Importantly, it gave us a chance to engage with 

serving personnel with an interest in wildlife in the round and this could only be a 

good think entirely in keeping the objectives of the society.  Leuchars is a special 

place and we really should go back.  Let us hope the Army look after it …… 

 

 

 
 

Rock Pipit                                                                                                     Mike Blair 
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Spotted Eagles sketch from my notebook.                                 John Stewart-Smith 
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Purple Heron                                         Hungary                                      Karen Sims 

 

 

 
 

Black-tailed Godwit                          Norfolk                              John Stewart-Smith 
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African Darter                                     Botswana                            Martin Routledge 

 

 

 

 
 

Female Black-chinned Hummingbird        Texas                      John Stewart-Smith 
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Treecreeper    Ireland                     John Stewart-Smith 

 

 

 

 
 

Black Stork    Lesbos         Peter Merredy 
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Ringed Plover   Islay                    John Stewart-Smith 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Little Owl               Norfolk                   John Stewart-Smith 
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“THE WRITE STUFF” 

 

The Editor, Mathry Hill House, Mathry, Pembrokeshire SA62 5HB 

or johnstewartsmith@btinternet.com 

 
RAFOS VIZIDENT? 

 
                                                

  Quiz answers. Newsletter No 95. Seabirds 
 
1. Common Razorbill  Alca torda   Wales 

2. North Atlantic Puffin  Fratercula arctica  Wales 

3. Red-billed Gull  Chroicocephalus scopulinus New Zealand 

4. Great Northern Diver  Gavia immer   Texas! 

5. Royal Tern   Thalasseus maximus  Texas 

6. Least Tern   Sternula antillarum  Texas 

7. Laughing Gull   Leucophaeus atricilla  Texas 

8. Black Skimmer  Rynchops niger  Texas 

9. Wandering Albatross  Diomedea exulans  New Zealand 

10. Cape Petrel   Daption capense  New Zealand 

11. White-capped Mollymawk Thalassarche steadi  New Zealand 

12. Salvin’s Mollymawk  Thalassarche salvini  New Zealand 

13. Pied Shag   Phalacrocorax varius  New Zealand 

14. Northern Royal Albatross Diomedea sanfordi  New Zealand 

15. Variable Oystercatcher Haematopus unicolor  New Zealand 

16. Black-billed Gull  Chroicocephalus bulleri New Zealand  

 Red-billed Gull  Chroicocephalus scopulinus. 

mailto:johnstewartsmith@btinternet.com
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The winning entry came from Dick Yates. Congratulations, Dick! Your prize is in the 

post.  

 

NOTICES. 

 

RAFOS on Facebook 

Members might like to know that there is a ‘secret’ group on Facebook for the use of 

RAFOS members. 

It is intended to be a social forum for RAFOS members, and is a quick way of sharing 

news and pictures between us. 

If you would like to join the group, please ask to add William Francis as a Facebook 

friend and I will add you to the group’s members. 

All RAFOS members are welcome!!  

I look forward to hearing from you. 

Bill Francis. 

 

RAFOS Ringing Expedition to Gibraltar 25 Sep to 23 Oct 2013 
 

To date 5 ringers and 5 birdwatchers from across the 3 Service Societies have 

committed to the expedition to Gibraltar.  Space is still available; email 

juliaspringett@yahoo.co.uk for more details. 

 

 

RAFOS Birding Expedition to The Gambia 3 to 17 December 2013 
 

The RAFOS Exped will go ahead as planned with 6 participants.  To date, there are 4 

from RNBWS, and 2 from RAFOS.  There are still a number undecided, and space 

exists for more to join.  Cost is likely to be around £1,250, excluding spending money 

in Gambia.   Guides and vehicle are booked; accommodation is currently being 

negotiated.  Shortly participants will be asked to make their own bookings for flights.  

This will be a memorable trip at about half the cost of an equivalent commercial 

birding trip.  Contact Robin Springett by email for more details rloggy@yahoo.co.uk  

 

FROM THE EDITOR’S DESK. 

 

I hope you all like the change to full colour; the first step into the future for the 

RAFOS Newsletter! This issue (Autumn 2013) features the new RAFOS logo 

designed by Robbie Robinson and brought to life by a team of stalwarts including 

Colin Wearn, all controlled by our Chairman.  

I had reserved six pages of the current issue for the input from an exped team 

although their input was going to arrive a few days after the deadline date. In fact, 

when the first tranche of their article did arrive it needed extensive editing and was 

apparently going to occupy at least 20 pages, without the second part of the input, 

which has still not arrived. Including the article seemed to entail an indefinite delay in 

the printing schedule and a total change of content and layout. I rejected the part 

article, with regret, and suggested the report was more suitable for publication in the 

Journal. This left six blank pages in the Newsletter. I have used the availability of full 

colour printing for these spare pages to include a random selection of bird pictures. 

This will give members an indication of the future quality of the Newsletter.  

 

Enjoy! 

 

mailto:juliaspringett@yahoo.co.uk
mailto:rloggy@yahoo.co.uk


 

 55 

GULL QUIZ. A selection of gulls to check your recognition skills. 

1. 

 
2. 

 
3. 

 
4. 

 
 

 

5. 

 
 

6. 

 
 

 

7. 

 
 

 

8. 
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9. 

 
10. 

 
11. 

 
 

12. 

 
 

 

 

13. 

 
 

14. 

 
15. 

 
 

15 pictures for those members who 

specialise in gulls. Magnifying 

glasses are permitted. The pictures 

are not meant to be particularly 

obscure, so as to encourage more 

entries. 

 

Note: The numbers are at the TOP 

of each picture. GOOD LUCK! 

 

All pictures by editor. 


