The Lynx Effect
After several years of wanting to visit but failing to organize a trip to try and see Iberian Lynx I was
invited by some southern based friends to join them for a long weekend in December 2018, basing
ourselves in the Sierra De Andujar National Park.
Iberian Lynx is apparently the world’s rarest cat and until recent years the Coto Doñana in Southern
Spain was considered the best place to try and connect with these elusive felines. However, sightings
nowadays appear much more regular in the Sierra De Andujar National Park
http://www.andalucia.org/en/natural-spaces/nature-park/sierra-de-andujar/
Several tour companies run tours to the area but it is an extremely easy trip to do independently; as
long as someone in your group speaks a little Spanish !
Iberian Lynx is endemic to the Iberian Peninsula and was formally found in Southern France, Portugal
& Spain. In 1990 there were 12 Spanish populations containing around 1100 individuals, but surveys
in 2004 estimated only 84-143 animals remaining (with only 38 breeding females) and only two
viable populations; one in the Coto Doñana and one in the Sierra de Andujar. Iberian Lynx feed
almost exclusively on rabbits but over the last 60 years rabbit numbers on the Iberian Peninsula have
crashed. This decline, coupled with hunting and habitat loss, played a major part in the decline in
Lynx numbers.
Conservation efforts now appear to have halted the decline. Surveys in 2008 estimated around 150
in the Sierra (including 40 breeding females) and another 50 in the Coto Doñana. The conservation
effort included restoration of the rabbit population, habitat protection and a Lynx reintroduction
programme. For more information on Iberian Lynx see: SOSLynx.org
So to the trip, I booked myself a flight with Easyjet from Liverpool leaving at 07.05 on Thursday 7th
December arriving in Malaga just before 10.00 local time. Quickly through arrivals I was met by my
friends who had already collected the hire car, a large spacious Hyundai Tucson (the added height
and ground clearance would prove very handy driving around the rough roads of the National Park)
The Sierra de Andujar is about two and a half hours north of Malaga along a very good road which
was dual carriageway virtually all the way there. Passing through a varied landscape of towns, cities
and vast open farmland full of vines and olive trees the time quickly passed.
Birds were a little thinly scattered but we did manage to see a couple of wintering White Storks,
several Red Kite and hundreds of Spotless Starlings.
Arriving at the National Park and passing Los Pinos (https://www.lospinos.es/ ), our accommodation
for one of the four nights we would be staying, we turned off the main road and shortly passed our
other base, Villa Matilde (http://www.villamatilde.org/), where we would stay for the other three
nights. The accommodation is limited and can get very busy so if planning a visit in the peak months
of December and January, book well in advance. Another word of advice when planning a booking, if
contacting Los Pinos by email they will not respond unless you enquire in Spanish ! it is the much
better place to stay in my opinion, with a very pleasant friendly bar and excellent food in both the
bar or restaurant. Villa Matilde is a bit out of the way but if you’re not too bothered about having a
drink in the evening, it’s still a nice place to stay.
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The bar at Los Pinos

Spanish Fighting Bull

Wanting to maximise our chances of connecting with Lynx, we decided to head straight up to the
main Lynx watching area along the JH-5004 at La Lancha (see map), a further twenty or so minutes
down a sometimes very rough ‘road’. Arriving at the area we were a little surprised to see so many
people out looking, about 50-60 cat watchers were stationed at regular intervals all staring intently
down into the valley and ravines below the road.

Sierra de Andujar

There appeared to be several nationalities of watchers, many Spanish and English and
several French and Belgians.
Starting birding we quickly noticed two raptors overhead, remarkably a Golden Eagle with
an adult Spanish Imperial Eagle, not a bad start ! Also in the air scanning around the hilltops
produced many Griffon Vultures taking advantage of the thermals rising from the
surrounding hillsides, up to 70 were on show. Small birds in the area included; Southern
Grey Shrike, several Hawfinch, a couple of Iberian Green Woodpeckers (now split from our
Green Woodpecker), loads of Azure Winged Magpies toured the valleys in little groups,
several ‘takking’ Sardinian Warblers skulked in the bushes rarely showing more than a head
or a tail.
With so many people around we decided to go and spend the remaining daylight at the
Jandula Dam, a short drive downhill from the Lynx area. At least 100 Crag Martin were flying
2

around the dam wall and, as the light faded, several Tawny Owls started calling before we
picked up the distinctive but distant call of an Eagle Owl on the other side of the river valley
on the big cliff face, one to try for tomorrow in better light.
After a couple of glasses of wine and a meal at Los Pinos we turned in for the night with a
plan for an early start the following morning. Driving up to the Lynx area we passed several
deer in the road, both Fallow and Red in good numbers then a local speciality, Mouflon, not
something I had even heard of before the trip; a muscular looking goat/sheep animal with
large horns.

Red Deer

Mouflon

Arriving back at La Lancha we parked the car and decided to spend the morning walking the
road scanning the habitat below, hoping to catch up with a Lynx.
New birds for the day included lots of Black Redstart, several Little Owls, Hoopoe, Serin,
Corn Buntings, Firecrest, Crested Tit, and the local race of Long Tailed Tit, differing from ours
by a having a paler grey back. Around midday we decided to have a drive down to the dam
and spend a little time exploring there; a good decision as on arriving we quickly picked up a
distant stunning male Black Wheatear. Turning our attention skywards it soon became
apparent there were many more vultures in the air today, scanning around we counted at
least 185 Griffon and two Cinereous (or black vulture if you prefer the old name) plus two
each of Golden and Spanish Imperial Eagle.

3

Griffon Vulture

Cinereous (Black) Vulture

As the afternoon progressed we headed back to La Lancha hoping for another try for Lynx;
on arriving there was a large group of people staring intently in to a tree next to the road,
surely this was the moment we had been hoping for; alas no, there was indeed a Lynx sat
under the tree but even though it was less than twenty feet away all anyone could see was
the tip of a tail! One very lucky person had stood next to the tree minutes before and
noticed the Lynx asleep before it woke and climbed down in to thick cover. Waiting until
dusk hoping it would move proved a waste of time as even though there were probably 50+
quite noisy people watching, it slept through the noise before slinking off out the back of
the bush when it was virtually pitch black. Surely day three would bring us better luck.
Day three we decided to start early and drive up in the dark, being tantalisingly close the
previous evening had convinced us to try even harder to see one of these elusive cats.
Very few people were around compared to the previous two days so hopefully that would
make for a quieter day people wise; we parked up and began the search again. About 9 am I
was scanning one of the small ravines below me when suddenly there was a Lynx! about 80
metres away from me; it was slowly walking up the steep slope opposite. Not wanting to
spook it I tried to alert my friends being as quiet as I could; the Lynx turned and stared at
me, what a moment, an amazing feeling having tried so hard over the last few days. As my
team slowly ambled up, not realising I was being serious, the Lynx vanished but then luckily
appeared again slightly higher up the slope where we all got great views and also managed
to summon some Spanish guys as well, who seemed as pleased as we were as we watched it
climb over the ridge in to the next ravine. We all ran down the road to catch it up as it
dropped in to the next valley, seemingly on a mission. We watched it for about a further ten
minutes before we lost it in the low cloud crossing a track on the other side of the valley.

Our first proper view of a Lynx

Dartford Warbler

Feeling absolutely elated we decided to return back to Los Pinos for a celebratory breakfast.
Passing the local ranger/warden on the way we decided to stop and show her a photo to
which she explained in broken English it looked like the resident male from that valley as
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she could clearly see its pair of b******s ! We never did find out her name but she was
fascinating to talk to and full of information and pride for the Lynx project, we decided from
then on herself and her partner would be known fondly as ‘Pussy Patrol’
As the pressure was now off, we headed back to Los Pinos and enjoyed several coffee’s and
breakfast before returning back up the valley for some more relaxed birding time, catching
up with Dartford Warbler, Crested Lark and Short Toed Treecreeper, all from the roadside.
While deciding where to park up, three people suddenly ran towards us at the side of the
road so we quickly abandoned the car and asked what they had seen. One of them had
briefly seen a Lynx walk through the undergrowth close to the road. Barely had he finished
talking when he picked it up well hidden but only about 30 metres away where it stayed for
about ten minutes before getting up and having a walk about, this was fantastic and the
views we had really hoped for; it rarely stood still but luckily for Tweedy it walked out from
between some rocks and he managed the stunning picture below before it wandered off
out of sight.

Amazingly, not ten minutes later a shout went up further to our left where someone had
just seen another Lynx. Quickly following the shout we joined the group staring below the
road just in time to see our third individual of the day again vanish in to the undergrowth.
Deciding we could in no way better our success with Lynx we decided to end the day at the
dam trying for Eagle Owl. Scanning the scree slopes we managed to see about 15 Spanish
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Ibex, four Mouflon and a couple of Chough before the Owl started calling but searching
proved fruitless, it remained hidden, but what a place to end the day.

Jandula Dam

Chough

After the previous day’s success we decided to just do a bit of easy birding as it was our last
full day. A stunning male Rock Bunting right by the car was very photogenic and, at the dam
trying to get better views of Black Wheatear, we stumbled upon a group of Alpine
Accentors, probably nine birds in total giving superb views, and as usually the case with
Accentors they can be remarkably tame showing down to a few feet at times.

Rock Bunting

Alpine Accentor

Our final morning dawned and with only a couple of hours before we had to head off south
towards Malaga, we agreed we should have one last try in the hills, a good decision as it
turned out as we managed to see a group of eight Wild Boar, really pleasing for myself as I
have always missed them in other parts of Europe.
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Wild Boar
I can thoroughly recommend this trip if you have a desire to see Iberian Lynx, or even if you
just fancy a few days birding in a stunning part of Spain, wandering around in a tee shirt in
December in 20+ degrees heat makes a pleasant change to gloomy grey winter days in the
Fylde! Although I should add it was very cold early morning until the sun got up, hat and
gloves are essential as it’s usually only around 2 degrees then !
I can also highly recommend the ‘Sembro’ red wine they serve at Los Pinos!
Paul Slade
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