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Tour participants: Martin Beaton (Naturetrek Leader), Filipe Alves and Filipe Silva (Local Guides)  

and George Alves (Local Driver) with nine Naturetrek clients. 

Day 1 Saturday 15th June 

The group arrived in Funchal at 13.10 and were met by Martin and George Alves for the drive to Residencial 

Pina, our base for the tour. After booking in at the hotel and a short rest we set off for the optional afternoon 

trip travelling out west from Funchal by RIB toward the Desertas. The sea state was reasonable with light winds 

so there were not large numbers of birds in flight, but we saw a number of Cory’s Shearwaters, (This is a migrant 

species which breeds in Madeira from June to October as well on the Desertas and Porto Santo). The breeding 

population is estimated to be around 3,000 pairs. At this time of year, it is the most numerous breeding seabird 

to be seen at sea around Madeira. We also saw Bulwer’s Petrel and three Desertas Petrels.  

 

The Desertas or Bugio Petrel is a resident breeder on Bugio, the southernmost island of the Desertas. These 

birds are a very pelagic species and satellite tags indicate that some breeding birds travel from Madeira out to the 

Grand Banks of Canada to feed during the breeding season, which is from mid-July to early August with the 

chicks fledging in December. Desertas Petrel and Zino's Petrel are very difficult if not impossible to separate at 

sea unless seen at close quarters. The population on Bugio is estimated at 150-200 pairs so the birds are not 

numerous and the numbers are always low, a few birds up to 30 seen per trip.  

 

We also found a feeding group of Bottlenose Dolphin which were quite spread out and shortly after we had 

magnificent close views of Short-finned Pilot Whale (for the four members of the group who had been on the 

“Dolphins and Whales” tour immediately prior to this one this was the seventh cetacean species seen). These 

whales occur regularly around the Madeiran archipelago as a resident group. They were recently tagged to record 

their behaviour around the island (Note there is a delayed recording time to prevent boats from deliberately 

tracking them). The average pod size is around 70. 

 

We returned to Funchal and our hotel before walking into town to eat at Restaurante dos Combadentes 

Day 2 Sunday 16th June 

After a traditional Portuguese breakfast we started the day with our land tour, travelling to Chao de Ribeira 

above Seixal to search for Madeiran Laurel or Trocaz Pigeon. This bird is endemic to Madeira and their 

population has increased steadily with an estimated population just under 10.000 in 2004. We also found 

Madeiran Firecrest a resident and common breeder in mid to higher Laurel forests. This previously considered 

subspecies become regarded as a full endemic in 2003.  

 

We saw Laurel pigeon almost immediately on leaving the van in a dead tree across the valley before we walked 

and saw a few birds flying through the canopy as we walked up the valley.  

 

A Common Buzzard was seen soaring along the higher peaks. This is a resident breeding sub-species and 

widespread from the coast to areas in the high mountains. 
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The Firecrests proved more elusive however, and whilst we could hear the song, the birds were not easily seen. 

However, as the sun entered the valley over the peaks the warmth brought out numbers of butterflies and we 

record Speckled Wood, Madeiran Speckled Wood and Long Tailed Blue. We finally also had a better view of the 

Madeiran Firecrest.  

 

From Chao de Ribeira we travelled to Sao Vicente where we enjoyed a brief coffee stop before searching for and 

finding both Common Tern, a migrant breeder only seen between March and October with small numbers 

occurring along the coastline, and Roseate Tern which is also a regular migrant breeder, but in low numbers. 

There are no colonies of Roseate Tern to be found in the archipelago, only single breeding pairs here and there 

amongst the Common Tern colonies.  

 

Heading inland we travelled up to the plateau of Paul de Serra where we ate a picnic lunch before searching 

successfully for Berthelot’s Pipit and Spectacled Warbler. Both species that can be rather elusive on the island. 

Berthelot's Pipit is a Macaronesian endemic and a scarce and localised breeder in drier habitats of the Madeira 

such as Ponta de São Lourenço and the high plateau of Paúl de Serra. Spectacled Warbler is a resident, but also 

rather rare and localised on Madeira.  

 

We returned to Funchal at 3.30 for our Pelagic tour, travelling out around 10 miles and chumming to attract 

deep water storm petrels. However, weather conditions were against us: A low-pressure zone over the Azores 

had shifted the wind to the South and the wind had dropped to below 10 knots. Nevertheless, we had a very 

pleasant evening at sea where we had close views of numbers of Cory’s Shearwater, Bulwer’s petrel, and on our 

return numbers of Manx Shearwaters. In addition, on our return trip we had an excellent view of Common 

Dolphin and Atlantic Spotted Dolphin. 

 

The breeding population of Manx Shearwater on the Madeira archipelago is estimated at over 500 pairs and the 

breeding area is focused on the valleys above Funchal. They are regularly found with groups of Cory’s 

Sheerwater and easily separated by their darker upper body and wings, smaller size, and more rapid wing beats.  

We returned to Funchal and ate a late evening meal in one of the Harbour Restaurants. 

Day 3 Monday 17th June 

This morning we set off from the harbour aboard the sailing boat Ventura do Mar for the Desertas Islands. 

Although cloudy in Funchal the weather was warm, dry and sunny at sea. However, the southerly wind had 

shifted to the SW and increased in strength. Again, we had good views of Cory’s Shearwater, Bulwer’s Petrels, 

Manx Shearwaters and around 10 Desertas Petrels. However, our anchorage on the Desertas was subject to 

considerable wave action because the Southerly wind had shifted further to the SW and on safety grounds it was 

decided that we could not land to spend the evening amongst the breeding Shearwaters and Petrels, so began our 

return trip to Funchal. 

 

We continued to see numbers of Bulwer's Petrel which are a highly pelagic species staying far from shore, 

returning to breed on the Desertas and only seen around Madeira between early May and mid-September. The 

breeding population is estimated at 7,500 pairs. Recent research indicates that during the breeding season some 

birds are recorded traveling large distances including from Madeira up to the Azores and out to the Savage 

Islands before returning to their nest site.  
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Inevitably it was disappointing to miss the thrill of spending the night camping in such a remote location, but we 

were able to make the most of that evening. We travelled out looking for Barn Owls, (which in Madeira might be 

referred to as Rock Owls as they breed along the sea cliffs of the SW coast) and Bats. The SW wind continued to 

hamper our observations, but nevertheless - thanks to Jim and his bat detector - we recorded two bat species, 

Madeira Pipistrelle and Madeira Lesser Noctule. We also saw a number of Cory’s Shearwater around the 

peninsula of Cancela Garajau and heard their iconic calls. 

Day 4 Tuesday 18th June 

Following a fairly late night we had a free morning and met at Marco’s bar for lunch before our final afternoon 

boat trip. Our lunch plan was disrupted by the reported sighting of a Monk Seal in the Harbour, so several 

members of the group set off in search, finding a single animal immediately to the East of the main harbour. 

After finding and photographing the seal we returned to lunch after which we set off in Venturo do Mar for our 

final sea trip during which we were again able to observe the Monk. Monk seals are rarely reported in the 

Harbour area as they breed around the Desertas Islands, so this was a remarkable sighting. At one time, the 

Mediterranean Monk Seal occupied a wide geographical range and colonies were found throughout the 

Mediterranean, the Marmara and Black Seas. The species also frequented the Atlantic coast of Africa, as far 

south as Mauritania, Senegal and the Gambia, as well as the Macaronesian Islands.  

 

More recently, however, the species has disappeared from most of its former range, with the most severe 

contraction occurring during the last 50 years. Once these seals were so numerous in Madeira that the town of 

Câmara de Lobos (west of Funchal) was named after them: the name means "bed of wolves". In Madeira the 

species is commonly named "Lobo marinho" (meaning "sea wolf") due to its barking and howling voice. In 

1978, the estimated population size was 50 animals, but by 1988, only 6-8 individuals remained. A programme to 

protect this species was initiated in 1988 and, by 1990, the Desertas Islands were legally protected. Today the 

total world population of the Mediterranean Monk Seal numbers is only between 300-500 animals,so this is one 

of the world’s rarest mammals. 

 

After spending some time observing the seal, we set of in search of an elusive Minke Whale (reported by another 

boat) and were rewarded with sightings of shearwaters and petrels and a large pod of Common Dolphins. En 

route back to Funchal we observed a flock of Yellow-legged Gulls with a number of Lesser Black-backs. Around 

Madeira if you look carefully through the flocks of Yellow-legged Gulls you will usually find a few Lesser Black-

backs.  

This evening we were picked up at 8.30 pm to drive to Pic Ariereo, to look for Zino's Petrel. The Mountain rises 

to 1,816 metres and as the third highest peak in Madeira rises above the cloud layer providing fine, albeit rather 

misty mountain views which we admired at sunset and as the moon rose. Filipe explained the historical search 

for the petrel and its eventual rediscovery in the Mountains of Madeira. On a section of the mountain path the 

group waited for the first ghostly calls of the petrel and also caught glimpses of the birds crossing a starry 

mountain sky, an evocative experience. Zino’s Petrel is a resident endemic breeding species that is near 

extinction as the population is now estimated at between just 65 and 80 breeding pairs, with all birds breeding on 

the near vertical cliff of this mountain.  
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Day 5 Wednesday 18th June 

Today we departed for Funchal Airport at 10.30 for our 12.45 flight to Gatwick after an interesting and eventful 

trip, enjoying the delightful scenery and endemic wildlife of the Madeiran archipelago. 

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and new dates, 

tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

Social Media 

We’re social! Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and be the first to hear about the launch of new 

tours, offers and exciting sightings and photos from our recently returned holidays.  
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Species Lists 

Birds (✓=recorded but not counted; H = heard only) 

      June 

  Common name Scientific name 15 16 17 18 

1 Cory’s Shearwater Calonectris borealis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

5 Manx Shearwater Puffinus puffinus ✓ ✓ ✓   

3 Desertas Petrel Pterodroma deserta ✓ ✓     

4 Zino's Petrel Pterodroma madeira       ✓ 

6 Bulwers Petrel Bulweria bulweria ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

10 Grey Heron Ardea cinerea       ✓ 

13 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo   ✓     

14 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus ✓ ✓ ✓   

21 Western Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis atlantis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

22 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus ✓       

24 Common Tern Sterna hirundo ✓ ✓ ✓   

25 Roseate Tern Sterna dougallii   ✓     

26 Feral Pigeon / Rock Dove Columba livia ✓ ✓ ✓   

27 Trocaz Pigeon Columba trocaz   ✓     

31 House Martin Delichon urbicum   ✓     

32 Berthelot’s Pipit Anthus berthelotii madeirensis ✓ ✓     

33 Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea schmitzi   ✓     

34 European Robin Erithacus rubecula   ✓     

35 Common Blackbird Turdus merula cabrerae   ✓     

36 Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla heineken   ✓     

37 Spectacled Warbler Sylvia conspicillata orbitalis   ✓     

38 Madeiran Firecrest Regulus ignicapillus maderensis   ✓     

41 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs madeirensis   ✓     

42 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis   ✓     

Reptiles & Amphibians           

1 Loggerhead Turtle Caretta caretta     ✓   

2 Madeiran Wall Lizard Lacerta (Teira) dugesii ✓ ✓     

3 Perez’s Frog Rana perezi   ✓     

Mammals           

1 Mediterranean Monk Seal Monachus monachus       ✓ 

2 Bottle-nosed Dolphin Tursiops truncates ✓       

3 Common or Saddleback Dolphin Delphinus delphis   ✓     

4 Spotted Dolphin Stenella frontalis   ✓     

5 Short-finned Pilot Whale Globicephala macrorhynchus ✓       

6 Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus     ✓   

7 Madeira Pipistrelle  Pipistrellus maderensis         

8 Madeira Lesser Noctule Nyctalus leisleri verrucosus         

Fish           

1 Atlantic Flying Fish Cypselurus heterurus   ✓     

Butterflies           

1 Madeiran Brimstone Gonepteryx maderensis          

2 Madeiran Grayling Hipparchia maderensis    ✓     
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      June 

  Common name Scientific name 15 16 17 18 

3 Madeiran Speckled Wood Pararge xiphia   ✓     

4 (Madeiran) Small Copper Lycaena phlaeas phlaeoides          

5 Small White Pieris rapae   ✓     

6 Clouded Yellow Colias crocea   ✓     

7 Long-tailed Blue Lampides boeticus    ✓     

8 Painted Lady Vanessa cardui   ✓     

9 Speckled Wood Pararge aegeria    ✓     

10 Monarch Danaus plexippus  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

 


