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MOROCCO THROUGH ITS BIRDS

Morocco has always attracted the 
interest and curiosity of Western 
travelers: ancient seamen and 
merchants, 19th and 20th century 
Orientalist painters and writers, and 

more recently tourists seeking sun and exoticism. 
Since the last decades of the last century, a new 
field of interest has brought a growing number of 
visitors, especially from Europe: ornithology, and 
specifically birdwatching (or, as insiders prefer 
to call it, birding). A true passion for those who 
practice it, this hobby consists of seeing and 
identifying as many bird species as possible in a 
given territory.

Birders usually begin their efforts by seeing 
and “ticking” as many birds as possible in their 
countries, and then traveling abroad to widen 
their life-list. Although Morocco has no endemic 
birds, there are several species exclusive to the 
Maghreb region (which also includes Mauritania, 
Libya, Algeria and Tunisia) that can be seen 
nowhere as well as here. Thanks to its unique 
geographical features and its extensive Atlantic 
coast, the country is greener and more fertile 
than its neighbors, its forests more extensive and 
widespread, and its mountain ranges, with peaks 
over 4,000 meters, create some extreme and 
unique habitats.

Besides, compared to her neighbors, Morocco 
offers many advantages for the traveler: political 
stability and safety, good infrastructure, and a 
rich gastronomy combining Mediterranean and 
Eastern elements, all supported by an excellent 
and varied hotel infrastructure which improves 
every year.

Unlike other exotic destinations teeming with 
garish and colorful birds, the Moroccan birding 
experience is made of birds of muted colors and 
discrete habits, often thin on the ground and hard 
to find. This may seem like a disadvantage, but it 
really entails a much more challenging endeavor, 
and the satisfaction of belonging to a small group 
searching for something whose beauty and appeal 
are not shared by everyone. The attraction of 
Moroccan bird life lies in their apparent modesty, 
the subtlety of their mimetic plumages, and their 
ability to survive the hardships of the desert.

Thanks to the many ornithologists and birders 
who have explored the country for decades, there 
are well-defined itineraries making it possible to 
find the most emblematic Moroccan bird species 
during a pleasant 11-day trip. The route goes 
through deserts, mountains, beaches and estuaries, 
and luckily overlaps many of the country’s most 
attractive and interesting places. The best way of 
doing the route is by car, preferably a 4-wheel-
drive for the desert. Roads have improved a lot 
in the last few years and driving along the main 
ones is relatively easy, but everything will be 
easier if we hire the services of a local driver who 
knows the places. Several Spanish companies, 
and recently a few Moroccan ones, specialize 
in offering Moroccan birdwatching tours, led by 
guides experienced in finding the most elusive 
species.
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The best time of the year for the trip is Spring, 
from late February to May, before it gets too hot 
inland: temperatures are mild (although nights 
and early mornings can be cold in some places), 
many landscapes turn green and flowery, and 
birds are in their breeding season, when they are 
most showy and look their best.

From Madrid, an easy two-hour flight takes us 
to Marrakech, the red city at the foothills of the 
Atlas Mountains, the ancient Berber capital. 
Already at the airport terminal we may find 
a House Bunting, a bold little bird that has 
always followed humans in the towns and villages 
of North Africa, and which we will often meet 
throughout the trip. It is mandatory to spend at 
least a whole day in the city, and visit the famous 
Jemaa el-Fna Square and the maze of the zouqs 
surrounding it. People-watching from one of the 
many coffee shops lining the square is a spectacle 
that changes from the many merchants, water-
sellers and snake charmers in the morning to 
the food stalls, musicians and tale-tellers of the 
evening. One of my favorite Moroccan rituals is 
buying one or two kilos of the delicious dates 
for sale on the many fruit stalls, which will be a 
perfect snack throughout the trip.

There is a wide range of accommodation in 
Marrakech: apart from many international chain 
hotels, usually placed in the city’s outskirts or in 
its modern neighborhoods, the last decades have 
seen the rise in popularity of the riads, old urban 

houses built around a patio, refurbished and 
converted into hotels. Despite most being placed 
within the Medina, they seem to be magically 
sound-proofed and offer a welcome relief from the 
noise outside.

It pays to start early the following day and 
drive the climbing road that follows the fertile 
Ourika Valley to Oukaimeden, the unexpected 
ski station at 2,600 meters in the High Atlas. 
Several stops along the road with good views over 
the valley offer the chance of hearing the call of 
Levaillant’s Woodpecker, a bird found only in 
the wooded mountain areas of the Maghreb. On a 
sunny hillside we may find our first Moussier’s 
Redstart, one of the few truly colorful species 
in the country and perhaps its most iconic bird. 
Although it is also to be found in Algeria and 
Tunisia, it is nowhere as common and easily seen 
as in Morocco.

As we gain altitude, trees give way to rocky 
landscapes and mountain meadows. Once we 
arrive in Oukaimeden, it’s best to drive past the 
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small village and park next to the ski lift, and 
follow one of the several trails leading into the 
stony hillsides and alpine pastures, where we may 
find a pair or a small group of Crimson-winged 
Finch, a high altitude specialist that breeds 
above 2,000 meters. In winter, when searching for 
food becomes difficult in the snow-covered peaks, 
these birds gather in flocks and descend in search 
of milder temperatures and food scraps left by 
skiers and tourists.

We may need more attention to find a Horned 
Lark, a cosmopolitan species typical of tundra 
and mountain, with a world distribution that 
reaches above the Arctic Circle. Its cryptic 
coloration makes it almost invisible among the 
grass and the rocks, unless it faces us and shows 
its bold black mask and frontal feathers, shaped 
like little horns.

As lunchtime approaches, we may return to the 
village and rest from our alpine stroll at any of the 
small restaurants offering tajin, a chicken or lamb 
dish stewed in a terracotta bowl, and contemplate 
the acrobatic flight displays of two black birds 
that look very much alike: the Yellow-billed 
Chough, typical of high altitudes, and Red-billed 
(or Common) Chough, more of a generalist and 
also widespread in middle-mountain areas. Both 
species share the outskirts of the village and take 
advantage of the visitors’ leftovers.

Back to Marrakech along the Ourika route, on the 
way we will find Kasbah Tamadot, the beautifully 
located hotel owned by Sir Richard Branson and 
operated by Virgin, a very good choice of high-end 
accommodation. Its restaurant offers an excellent 
selection of typical food, and its well-tended 
gardens attract a variety of small forest birds, many 
of them familiar to the European birder, like Black 
Redstart, Common Chaffinch or Blue Tit.

The next morning we will take the spectacular 
drive through the Atlas, and descend towards 
the desert plains of the Dades Valley and the 
city of Boumalne, an ancient Berber enclave. 
It has become a tradition among birdwatchers 
visiting the area to stay at the Xaluca Dades hotel, 
owned and operated by a Catalan chain. Apart 
from having an excellent buffet of traditional 
Moroccan food, its location is ideal to explore the 
surrounding hammada (stony desert) following the 
Tagdilt track, considered one of the ornithological 
“golden miles” of Morocco. Finding the birds that 
live here requires patience, good eyesight and 
some luck: desert birds are camouflage specialists, 
and their plumages make them all but disappear 
among the sand, rocks and bushes. Up to five lark 
species can be found in the area: small birds of 
muted, earthy colors, very similar to one another 
except for minor details of design and proportions, 
sometimes so subtle that telling them apart can be 
challenging even to seasoned birders.
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Another typical species from this habitat, very 
sought-after by birders, is the Cream-colored 
Courser, the only North African representative 
of a family widespread south of the Sahara. 
Almost always seen in pairs, like little gendarmes 
dressed in khakis, their migratory movements 
are unpredictable and they can go from being 
abundant to disappearing from a whole area 
almost overnight.

Two nights in Boumalne are usually enough to 
explore the plains and wadis (river beds) of the 
hammada, and find the most interesting species 
of the area. On the way to our next stage we will 
find the Todra Gorge, a popular tourist attraction 
due to its spectacular vertical walls, 1,000 meters 
high in some points, and with the added interest 
of being a breeding site for the small and elusive 
Tristram’s Warbler, another Maghreb endemic 
which moves to coastal areas in winter. Apart from 
other rock-dwelling species, in the cliff sidewalls 
and the wadi that traverses the canyon we may see 
Rock Martins, picking up mud for their nests.

Our next destination is the village of Merzouga, 
some 250 kilometers to the east, right on the edge 
of the Sahara Desert. The route traverses several 
wadis, oases and palm tree groves, offering the 
chance to explore different desert habitats, and 
maybe a stop to enjoy a Moorish tea in a roadside 
café, or a soft drink with a snack of pickled olives 
(there must be a hundred ways to prepare them 
in Morocco, and they are all delicious). A sure 
sign that we are getting close to the great Sahara 
is the increasing presence of White-crowned 
Wheatear, a small black bird with a smart white 
beret, very common around desert villages and 
settlements.

Built around a small oasis, Merzouga marks 
the end of the tarred road; from here on we will 
have to drive carefully to avoid getting stuck in 
the sand. Nearby lies Erg Chebbi, the largest, 

most accessible dune complex in Morocco, a 
magnet for tourists, photographers and 4-wheel 
drivers from all over the world. This is the 
classic desert image popularized by movies and 
documentaries: great sand expanses, dunes that 
change color with the time of day, and a few oases 
with wind-swinging palm trees, the only shelter 
under the scorching sun. Here is where we will 
search for the birds that make their home in one 
of the most demanding habitats in the world, 
able to extract what little water they need from 
the seeds and insects they feed on: the Spotted 
Sandgrouse, one example of a bird with colors 
so muted that they render them almost invisible 
from a distance, but reveal an intricate design 
of beautiful pastel tones if we manage to get a 
close view; the Egyptian Nightjar, so perfectly 
camouflaged that it lies in open ground during 
the day, practically invisible except for the 
experienced local guide who finds it for us; and 
perhaps the most sought-after trophy by birders 
and bird photographers: the Pharaoh Eagle-
owl, a powerful night raptor of sandy tones, 
somewhat smaller than its relative the Eurasian 
eagle-owl, and which we may find in its day 
roosting place if we are lucky.

Accommodation in and around Merzouga has 
increased in recent years, from backpacker hostels 
and camping grounds to large “first-line” auberges 
and hotels facing the dunes. A number of birds 
take advantage of the food and water provided to 
the camels, and of the insects that they attract; the 
small and delicate Desert Sparrow, superbly 
adapted to arid conditions, used to be the only bird 
sharing camps and settlements with Bedouins and 
nomads. It is now being displaced by incoming 
waves of the invasive House Sparrow, bigger 
and much more prolific, and has practically 
disappeared from accessible desert areas.  

After our stay in the desert we will drive through 
the Anti-Atlas, the second largest mountain range 
in the country by extension and altitude, driving 
through valleys, gorges and rocky hillsides 
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towards the town of Ouarzazate. From several 
stretches on the road it’s easy to see up to five 
species of wheatear: Maghreb, Desert, Black, 
Black-throated and White-crowned, little 
sentinels of open spaces that perch in the open 
even during the hottest part of the day, when most 
other birds seek refuge in the shade.

Strategically placed between the Atlas and the Draa 
and Dades valleys, for centuries Ouarzazate has 
been a traditional marketplace linking the south 
and north of the country. Since the mid 20th century, 
the international film industry has taken advantage 
of its location, close to the most photogenic desert, 
and its well-preserved citadels as a setting for 
historical productions; the enormous Atlas Studios 
offer a curiously kitsch tourist attraction in the 
outskirts of the town, which has recently become a 
resting place for travelers and tourists on their way 
to the desert. From grand resort hotels designed for 
Hollywood stars to a wide range of riads inside the 
Medina, there is accommodation for every budget. 
Ouarzazate also offers good shopping for ceramics, 
crafts and carpets at prices slightly lower than 
those found in Marrakech.

The tall adobe walls of the Taourirt citadel, a 
complex fortification from the 18th century that 

occupies a sizeable part of the Medina, are used by 
pairs of White Stork to build their heavy nests, 
and inside the maze of alleys we may hear the by 
now familiar song of the House Bunting. The 
reservoir near the town’s entrance is a good place 
to look for an interesting selection of water birds, 
including the Moroccan race of White Wagtail, 
easily told apart from its European relative by its 
distinctive black mask.

Some 360 kilometers separate Ouarzazate from 
Agadir, the great tourist hotspot on the Atlantic 
coast. On the way it’s a good idea to stop and 
visit the Ait Benhadou ksar, an ancient and well-
preserved fortress town, a UNESCO Heritage Site. 
Its privileged location between the mountains 
and the river that separates it from the modern 
town offers ideal conditions for species like 
Trumpeter Finch, a small sandy-colored bird 
whose face turns crimson in the breeding season. 
The rest of the road follows the fertile Sous Valley, 
punctuated by orchards and groves. Driving slowly 
and stopping along the road it will be easy to see 
migratory birds like the European Bee-eater, 
European Roller or Subalpine Warbler, 
all potential prey to the Lanner Falcon, the 
quintessential North African raptor, which we 
may see perched on a good vintage point.
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On arrival in Agadir we can enjoy dinner at one of 
the many fresh fish restaurants along the beach, 
before resting at the hotel of our choice among the 
many available in this city of 500,000 people, the 
most similar to a Spanish coastal tourist town. The 
next morning, a visit to the nearby Sous Massa 
National Park will take us to the territory of the last 
living colony of Northern Bald Ibis, one of the 
most bizarre and endangered birds in the world. 
An estimated 400 specimens live in the area, all 
that remains of the species after its populations 
have become extinct in Turkey and the Middle 
East. Its habit of nesting in exposed coastal 
cliffs, often in densely populated areas, has made 
this bird especially vulnerable to unsustainable 
hunting. Although access to the nesting areas is 
off-limits to visitors, we may see a flock foraging 
in the fields and on the hillsides near the village 
of Tamri. Walking along the coast we may find a 
large flock of Yellow-legged Gull resting on the 
beach, and maybe one or two Audouin’s Gulls, 
picked out by their bright coral-red bills.

Parks and gardens in Agadir are excellent places 
to look for the Moroccan race of the familiar 
Magpie, easily distinguished from its European 
cousin by the bright blue skin around its eyes. 
In Morocco it’s a bird even more closely linked 
to human habitation, and rarely seen away from 
towns and villages.

From Agadir we drive along the Atlantic coast 
towards Essaouira, in my opinion the most 
charming town in North Africa. It was already 

an important commercial port under the 
Carthaginians, but the city has its current structure 
since the 18th century, when King Mohammed 
III commissioned French military engineers to 
fortify it. Unlike Agadir, the Atlantic winds are 
too strong and prevalent to attract sun-and-beach 
tourism; windsurfers are the most numerous 
European visitors, apart from tourist groups 
on day trips from Marrakech. Essaouira’s main 
birding attraction is the off-shore isle of Mogador, 
a former prison that holds a colony of Eleonora’s 
Falcon, a mostly Mediterranean species and one 
of the ornithological jewels of Morocco. This most 
seafaring of raptors is named after a 16th century 
Sardinian princess, who pioneered laws for the 
protection of birds of prey. The island cannot be 
visited without a special permit, but the falcons 
need to drink and bathe daily in freshwater and 
can be seen flying over the rivers close to the 
coast.

The most visible bird in Essaouira, even to the 
most inattentive visitor, is the large and boisterous 
Yellow-legged Gull, which gathers by the 
hundreds at the fishing port. The commotion 
caused by the gulls in the mornings, when the 
blue-painted boats arrive before the sardine 
auction, is a show worth watching. And enjoying 
a serving of those freshly-caught sardines on 
one of the terraces in Moulay Hassan Square, of 
Andalusian inspiration, while watching the sun 
set over the old citadel’s walls, is the perfect final 
point to our trip before returning to Marrakech 
and its airport. 

8



Cuenta y Razón  
Founded by Julián Marías in 1981 

Information and subscriptions

Príncipe de Vergara 33 - 1º Izda. 

28001 MADRID

cuentayrazon@fundes.es


