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Brazo del Este is located 20 km south of Seville in the Guadalquivir river estuary which is an area with 
one of the highest levels of biodiversity in the Iberian Peninsula. This former branch (‘brazo’) of the 
Guadalquivir is east (este) of the river and has become an extensive wetland, marsh and reed bed area 
that is surrounded by rice fields and farmland, where a variety of crops are grown. It is an outstanding 
ornithological site, where over 230 species of birds have been recorded. It is noteworthy for its high 
numbers of waterfowl especially in winter, while in times of drought birds from the nearby Doñana 
National Park flock here.  
 
The early start for this outing did nothing to deter an enthusiastic group of thirteen people from departing 
the Spanish border at just past 6am. We followed the A-381 (Jerez) road to the service area, La Palmosa 
at the turn-off to Alcalá de los Gazules, our usual refreshment break-point for outings out this way, where 
we had coffee and toast and met up with two more members to add to our group. The dawn was 
breaking as we approached the service area and we had already seen a few birds along the way 
including several pairs of White Storks on their nests, Collared Doves, Jackdaws and a Common 
Buzzard. Arriving at Las Palmosa, the noise being made by the resident House Sparrows as they were 
rousing from their roosts in the trees was cheerful, if loud for the time of day. Back on the road we carried 
on towards Jerez de la Frontera, then turned onto the E5 motorway towards Seville, continuing along this 
very straight road until reaching the turn-off for Utrera (A362). From here we followed the signs to Los 
Palacios, driving through the town to reach our destination just beyond it (journey time around 2 ½ hours 
incl. stop). We drove along a reasonably well-surfaced, but very dusty track that runs along the back of 
the flooded wetland area where we had tantalising glimpses of wading birds through a line of huge 
Eucalyptus trees, then turned off onto another of the grid of dirt-tracks that criss-cross this enormous, 
completely flat and open area.   
 

A short way along this long, 
perfectly straight track we 
made our first stop. The first 
sight and sounds we had on 
leaving the cars was of crop-
spraying small planes that 
continued to overfly the area 
for much of the time we 
were there, but fortunately 
we were not aware of being 
sprayed ourselves (we 
hope!) and their presence 
didn’t appear to trouble the 
birds too much.  
The vegetation is comprised 
mainly of reed beds, rushes 
and reed mace which fringe 

flooded fields and small lagoons and pools providing perfect habitat for many species of small birds. 
Keith was very quick to point out Waxbills and Penduline Tits that were flitting about on the edge of a 
reed bed and briefly perched on the boundary fence. He informed us that there were small resident 



colonies of both species, the latter only established over the last few years. We were in fact surrounded 
on all sides by birds; the less-expert amongst us had no difficulty picking out the distinctive Cetti’s 
Warbler, which I actually had a brief glimpse of as it broke cover, the ‘zitting’ of tiny Fan-tailed Warblers 
and Reed Warblers that were already singing from perches at the top of reeds. Overhead small flocks of 
ducks flew in and out of the site, Mallards, Pochard and Shoveller Ducks were all identified. A single 
Marsh Harrier provided the only glimpse of these raptors we were to have all day. Purple Herons were far 
more obliging and we had some lovely sightings of these very handsome and stately birds as they flew 
from one area of water to another or stood perfectly still, incredibly well camouflaged against the reeds.  
 
However, the real performers that soon commanded our attention with 
their aeronautical prowess and it has to be said, constant calling and 
general racket, were undoubtedly the Whiskered Terns. These highly 
active, graceful birds have a breeding colony here and don’t appear to be 
at all concerned who knows about it. They were constantly on the move, 
flying back and forth from one side of the track to the other, hovering over 
the water hunting for potential prey and then plunge-diving down at speed 
to try to pick it up. Gull-billed and Little Terns were also spotted from here. 

Between the stands of reeds 
we saw Purple swamphens 
stalking along the edges of the 
water and Little Grebes 
paddling around on the surface. 
We had frequent sightings of Goldfinches flying and a nest 
was located in a small Tamarisk tree where it was just possible 
to see the red face and tail of the patient sitter over its edge, 
trying to ignore the attention she was receiving. Behind her a 
Corn Bunting was perched high up on a power cable. 
 
There were beautiful brightly coloured Yellow Wagtails about; 
we saw them flying across the track, perched briefly on reed 
stems and later feeding in a damp, lightly flooded field with a   

                    Meadow Pipit. 
  

 
We soon had our first 
close-up view of a Great 
reed Warbler as it opened 
wide its bill, revealing his 
red throat and sang out his 
rather harsh, creaky song. 
Soon our sightings of them 
and their smaller relatives, 
the Reed Warblers 
became much more 
frequent and the reed beds 
were dotted every few 
metres with singing birds, 
each with their own 
favoured perch.     
 
 
                 
 

 Reed Warbler                                                                                                         Great Reed Warbler 
 



Keith was scanning the reeds for sightings of Savi’s Warblers which he had heard singing several times. 
Its song is similar to that of a Grasshopper Warbler; they look similar to a Reed Warbler and similarly 
perch up on reeds to sing, so it had to be seen and heard simultaneously to identify it accurately; he had 
his work cut out, but patience, persistence and a bit of assistance from Jill, finally paid off and the elusive 
bird was sighted and pointed out. He and Albert also had sightings of two species of African birds, one of 
which was possibly a Black-headed Weaver and the other not 
identified in the field.  
 
We spent at least an hour in this spot, slowly progressing along 
the short distance to where the Whiskered Terns had located 
their breeding site, an area of shallow water with many 
individual ‘islands’ of clumps of  shorter reeds on which they had 

made their nests.  
 
One of the advantages of being on an outing in a large group is that 
everyone tends to see different things. As Keith and a number of 
others were occupied searching for more unusual birds for us to see, 
keen photographers were happily occupied doing their own thing and 
others were taken with looking out for anything else there was to find. 
Felicity found an egg, seemingly just randomly placed on the rough 

ground to the side of the track. Smaller 
than a hen’s egg, but bigger than your 
average bird’s, an olive-brown colour 
with little brown speckles all over it, 
we’d love to know what it was and if it 
was placed there deliberately or stolen, 
or abandoned. 
 
  
 

 
A Spotted Flycatcher was quietly perched low down on a barbed-wire  
fence as we walked back.  
 



As it approached noon the heat was increasingly significantly and the flowering plants on the side of the 
track, largely thistles, were attracting a good number of butterflies and other insects. Beautifully fresh-
coloured Painted Ladies abounded, as they have everywhere this spring and there were Clouded Yellow 
butterflies in both deep and a much paler shade of yellow, which may or may not be the same species. 
There were a smaller number of Small Whites, one or two Cleopatra butterflies, Silver Y moths, identified 
for us by Penny and what I think were Ruddy Darter dragonflies- (I’m sure someone will correct me on 
that if not).   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The butterfly on the left is definitely a male Clouded 

Yellow (Colias crocea); the much paler one on the right may just be a pale female of the same species, 
or perhaps a Berger’s Clouded Yellow (Colias alfacariensis)……? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     

Painted Lady (Vanessa cardui)                               
Moth: Silver Y (Synographa ain) 

 
 
Ruddy Darter (Sympetrum sanguineum) 
    
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This very dry field with a mud bank 
separating it from a lagoon didn’t look very 
promising, but John scanned it carefully 
with binoculars and pointed out that there 
were several Collared Pratincoles pecking 
around on the ground, a Black-winged Stilt 
sitting close to the bank (lhs) and most 
surprisingly a Kentish Plover right in the 
middle, blending in perfectly with the 
background was also sitting, clearly on a 
nest (brhs).    
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
A Black-winged Stilt flying over flooded fields, shows how close all this amazing wildlife is to human 
activity. 



 
 
 
 

 
As we were returning to our cars Keith called out ‘Osprey’ 
and we had a brief but good look at him as he flew quite 
rapidly over us and away.  
 
 
We drove further along the track to where there was quite a 
large clear expanse of water, bordered by tall reeds that 
proved to be a real hotspot for an impressive number of 
species.  
 
 
 

There were Purple Herons and 
also more unusually for this area, 
two Grey Herons. At the back of 
the lagoon where there are small 
trees and shrubs close to the 
water’s edge a single Night 
Heron stood very still. There 
were more sightings of Purple 
Swamphens, Little Egrets and 
Black Stilts stalked the shallower 
water. There were Red-Crested 
Pochard, Mallards, Moorhens 
and a number of Coots here and 
Keith spotted a single Red-
Knobbed Coot amongst them, 
sadly more distinguishable by his 
white identity collar than the 
appendages that gave him his 
name- easier for the rest of us to pick it out though. As we watched here a Glossy Ibis flew over our 
heads crossing the track and Jill named a bird she had been watching for some time as it made brief 
flights from one stand of reeds to another as a Little Bittern- a first sighting of this shy bird for many of us.    
 
There was a lot of activity above our heads here too, there were Whiskered Terns but they were old news 
now (!) and more excitingly we had spectacular close-up views of Collared Pratincoles as they swooped 
and dived in pursuit of insects, looking and behaving rather like a cross between a Tern and a Swallow in 
the air. They were fascinating, and again a first sighting for many of us, especially this close and in the 
air. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Standing out in the open we were starting to feel the effects of the ever-increasing heat and finally 
decided we had probably seen most of what there was to see here and to move on.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Earlier on, at the back of the area where the 
Whiskered Terns were nesting a number of Spoonbills 
had been spotted, so to try to get a better view of 
them we drove back the way we had come and took a 
narrow track that led us around the water and parallel 
to the one we started on. We could see the Spoonbills 
better from here, although they were still a distance 
away. Most appeared to be resting with their heads 
tucked down or just standing around quietly, although 
there was a flurry of activity when one that had been 
feeding a short distance away flew in to join them. 
There were two Avocets there behind them closer to 
the water’s edge, more Black-winged Stilts, a coot and 
flying around, Whiskered Terns and Black-headed 
Gulls. Two Purple Herons flew in quite close in front of 
us, the nearest views we had had of them today and a 
Black Kite was seen flying to the right of us.  
 
More than satisfied with our morning’s viewing we left 
the site at about 1.30pm to head back to El Pinzon for 
lunch. On this short journey we saw more birds, 
Collared Doves, Spotless Starlings, House Martins 
and in El Pinzon town, Common Swifts. 
 
 



At the ‘Asador Rebaña we laid claim to six of their tables set 
up in two groups and sat outside, in the shade thankfully. The 
food here is always tasty, plentiful and remarkably good value 
for money. Today our host was especially generous and in 
addition to the food we had ordered for ourselves he brought 
around plates piled high with ‘tapas’; bread-crumbed fried 
boquerones, cheese, a really tasty combination of crabstick 
and melted cheese wrapped in bacon and small dishes of a 
rich stew, the name of which escapes me, that apparently 
contains parts of a pig we don’t normally eat but which is 
apparently delicious.  
 
Our bird watching continued here too; House Martins have 
built adjoining nests against the walls of the restaurant and 
were flying back and forth with food and Barn Swallows 
swooped around in the street.  
 
We were probably being watched ourselves too, across the 

street a family of Storks occupy a nest they have built on top of what appears to be a bell tower topped 
with a large cross. The parents were taking turns to fly off in search of food for their two young ones.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
After lunch the group split up, some to return home and others who were planning to continue to move on 
and continue to bird watch for a few more hours. On behalf of those that left early, our thanks to Keith for 
another excellent trip and to everyone that got up very early and supported the outing: I’m sure everyone 
feels it was well worth the effort.  
 
Laguna de Medina  
 
Some people stopped off with Keith and Albert at this large lagoon, which lies off the A-381, just South of 
Jerez. The bulk of the birds were thousands of Eurasian coots, with a supporting cast of several duck 
species and three species of Grebe. Among the ducks was the White-headed duck, an endangered 
species which is always a pleasure to see. 
 



Around the lagoon was an unusual Magpie, Whinchat and Stonechat and plenty of Nightingales in song. 
On the ground were several large Red-striped oil beetles Berberomeloe majalis, which are always seen 
here. On the mammals front were a couple of European Brown Hares Lepus europaeus. 
 
Our list of sightings for the day: 
 
Journeys  to & from Br azo del Este  
Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis Common swift Apus apus 
White Stork Ciconia ciconia Crested Lark Galerida cristata 
Common Buzzard Buteo buteo Barn Swallow Hirundo daurica 
Booted Eagle Hieraaetus pennatus House Martin Delichon urbica 
Common kestrel Falco tinnunculus Spotless Starling Sturnus unicolor 
Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto Jackdaw Corvus monedula 
  House Sparrow Passer domesticus 
Brazo del Este  
Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficolis Great Reed Warbler Acrocephalus 

arundinaceus 
Little Bittern Ixobrychus minutus Reed Warbler Acrocephalus 

scirpaceus 
Black-crowned night 
heron 

Nycticorax nycticorax Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata 

Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis Penduline Tit Remiz pendulinus 
Little Egret Egretta garzetta Spotless Starling Sturnus unicolor 
Grey Heron Ardea cinerea Common Waxbill Estrilda astrilid 
Purple Heron Ardea purpurea Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis 
Eurasian spoonbill Platalea leucorodia Corn Bunting Miliaria Calandra 
Glossy Ibis Plegadis falcinellus   
Mallard Anas platyrhynchos Total: 52 species   
Shoveler Anas clypeata 
Red-crested Pochard Netta rufina 
Common Pochard Aythya ferina 
Black Kite Milvus migrans 
Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus 
Osprey Pandion haliaetus 
Moorhen Gallinula chloropus 
Eurasian Coot Fulica atra 
Red-knobbed Coot Fulica cristata 
Purple Swamphen Porphyrio porphyrio 
Black-winged Stilt Himanoptus himanoptus 
Avocet Recurvirostra avosetta 
Collared Pratincole Glareola pratincola 
Kentish Plover Charadrius alexandrinus 
Black-headed Gull Larus ridibundus 
Gull-billed Tern Gelochelidon nilotica 
Little Tern Sterna albifrons 
Whiskered Tern Chlidonias hybridus 
Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica 
Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis 
Yellow Wagtail Motacilla flava 
Savi’s Warbler Locustella lusciniodes 
Fan-tailed Warbler Cisticola jundicis 
Cetti’s Warbler Cettia cettia 
 
 



 
 
Laguna de Medina 
 
Nightingale Luscinia megarhynchos 
Stonechat Saxicola torquata 
Whinchat Saxicola rubetra 
Thekla lark Galerida theklae 
Gadwall Anas strepera 
Mallard Anas platyrhynchos 
Northern shoveler Anas clypeata 
Common Pochard Aythya ferina 
Red-crested pochard Netta rufina 
White-headed duck Oxyura leucocephala 
Eurasian coot Fulica atra 
Common moorhen Gallinula chloropus 
Purple swamphen Porphyrio porphyrio 
Little grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis 
Black-necked grebe Podiceps nigricollis 
Great crested grebe Podiceps cristatus 
Zitting cisticola Cisticola juncidis 
  
 
 
  


