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

and George Alves (Local driver) with five Naturetrek clients 

Day 1 Tuesday 11th June 

The flight from Gatwick arrived in Funchal at 11.40 and the party were met by Martin and George Alves for 

transfer to the hotel Quinta de Pina do Franca. Three of the group undertook the afternoon RIB boat tour of 

the harbour led by Filipe and the other two toured the centre of Funchal with Martin. The RIB tour saw a 

number of Cory’s Shearwater, Manx Shearwater and had good views of Common Dolphin. 

 

The Funchal tour took a route from the Harbour past the small Cathedral (started in 1493 and consecrated in 

1517) to the Municipal Garden (constructed in 1880) in the centre and around to the old town. They recorded en 

route numerous street trees along with Canary, Grey Wagtail and Monarch, Painted Lady and Lang’s Short-tail 

Blue butterflies and numerous Madeiran Wall Lizards 

Day 2 Wednesday 12th June 

Today we were picked up from the hotel by George for our introduction to the Whales and Dolphins of Madeira 

before departing on our trip on the sailing boat Ventura do Mar with Marco the Skipper and Anna the guide. 

Travelling out from the harbour we saw numbers of Yellow-legged Gulls, a few Common Terns and a single 

Roseate Tern passed directly over the boat. Further out we saw a few Cory’s Shearwaters and Bulwer’s Petrels 

and after some time scanning the sea, we found a pod of Bottlenose Dolphins. Bottlenose Dolphins are one of 

the largest dolphin species reaching 4.1 meters in length, and one of the commonest dolphin species around 

Madeira, where they can be seen throughout the year but are generally commonest from March to October. 

 

After our morning trip we had lunch in the Rue de Santa Maria in the older part of Funchal which has numerous 

restaurants and an interesting if eclectic collection of painted doorways.  

 

In the afternoon we had a further trip on Ventura do Mar observing the same range of birds with close view of 

Manx Shearwater, numbers of which breed locally on Madeira in the valleys above Funchal. In addition, we saw 

Bottlenose Dolphins and on our return journey we came across a group of Atlantic Spotted Dolphins which is a 

smaller species reaching 2.3 metres. The young are unspotted but, with age, dark spots form on the pale lower 

body and whitish spots appear on the darker upper body. Again, like the Bottlenose Dolphin they can be seen 

throughout the year around Madeira but most frequently from March to November. Unspotted individuals can 

initially be confused with small Bottlenose Dolphins. However, with a pod where there are mature spotted 

individuals the differences are clear. 

Day 3 Thursday 13th June 

Today we were picked up at the hotel by Filipe de Silva for our land tour. We travelled west along the South 

Coast and turned north at Machico for the North Coast and Santana. At Santana we headed inland to a small 

area of Laurel Forest and the picnic area of Queimadas. The north coast was rather cool with low cloud so whilst 

at first we heard numbers of the endemic Madeiran Firecrest, it was some time before we had clear views of a 

number of birds which were feeding and actively moving between trees. Walking on further we found a 



Whales & Dolphins of Madeira  Tour Report 

 

 

2  © Naturetrek     October 19 
 

viewpoint looking out over a valley, an excellent position to look for Laurel Pigeons where we had brief view of 

two birds. We returned to our van and headed just inland from Faial to a cafe with a view into Ribera Volta 

where, with coffee and some patience, we saw numbers of Laurel Pigeons and heard and then found Perez’s 

Water Frog in the river below. 

 

From Faial we travelled to the dramatic Sao Lourenco Peninsula, at the extreme eastern end of the Island, where 

we had a brief view of a Berthelot’s Pipit and Linnet. Next we moved to Machico to find Grey Wagtail, 

Common Waxbill, Canary and a Madeiran Brimstone Butterfly before returning to Funchal.  

 

In the afternoon we enjoyed a further RIB trip finding a small group of Sperm Whales, which can be found year-

round, and another group of Bottlenose Dolphin and Atlantic Spotted Dolphin. The Sperm whale (Physeter 

macrocephalus) are regarded as being reasonably common around Madeira. Moving slowly at the surface, they have 

a distinctive low, triangular or rounded hump instead of dorsal fin. They are normally visible at the surface for 

between 10 and 15 minutes before diving for an average of 45 minutes. At the surface they have a distinctive 

diagonal blow, which is bush shaped and projected forward at low angle. On diving they raise their hump and 

frequently fluke as they commence their dive where they feed principally on squid. We followed a number of 

individuals who clearly displayed these characteristics, providing a memorable spectacle. 

 

On reaching Funchal we returned to our hotel Quinta de Pina do Franca to relax after an interesting day. 

Day 4 Friday 14th June 

Today we had a long 9.30 to 14.30 trip aboard Ventura do Mara. After a slow start in fairly light winds we found 

for the first time this trip a group of Short-beaked Common Dolphin. They are fairly common around Madeira 

from December to May but far less frequent after that so this was a good sighting. We were also treated to a 

brief sighting of two Blainville’s Beaked Whales, which are rarely recorded around Madeira and which surfaced, 

and then dived and disappeared. These whales are capable of diving to 1,000 metres to feed off squid and small 

fish. They are not a common species around Madeira, and little is known of their reproduction and lifespan, so 

this was an exciting find. On our return journey we also found a small pod of the small and fast-moving Striped 

Dolphins, also not a common species around Madeira at this time of year so another great find. During our trip 

we also found a basking Loggerhead Turtle, which has a typically reddish-brown shell. They regularly bask at the 

surface but dive quickly when disturbed. 

 

Short-beaked Common Dolphin is a medium sized dolphin reaching a maximum length of 2.7 metres with a 

distinctive yellowish buff or pale golden thoracic panel with whiter lower body and dark upper body with a tall 

triangular fin.  

 

Striped Dolphins are medium sized with a maximum length 2.7 metres. They are gregarious and energetic 

swimmers with a blueish-grey blaze above the eye and upper flank and a series of stripes running back from the 

eye. There generally occur around Madeira between February to May and July to September but are not 

common, so we were lucky to find a group in June. 
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Day 5 Saturday 15th June 

Today was our transfer day. Those staying on for the Seabird tour transferred to Residencial Pina for a relaxing 

free morning and a single guest was driven to the airport to fly back to Gatwick after an enjoyable week having 

seen six different cetacean species. Those who transferred were able to enjoy seeing a seventh species: Pilot 

Whale, seen on the afternoon RIB trip. Pilot Whales are recorded year-round in Madeira, which has a resident 

pod of around 70 individuals. 

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.  

 

 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
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Species Lists 

Cetaceans (✓=recorded but not counted) 

      June 

  Common name Scientific name 11 12 13 14 15 

1 Common Bottlenose Dolphin Tursiops truncatus   ✓ ✓     

2 Short-beaked Common Dolphin Delphinus delphis ✓     ✓   

3 Atlantic Spotted Dolphin Stenella frontalis           

4 Striped Dolphin Stenella coeruleoalba       ✓   

5 Short-finned Pilot Whale Globicephala macrorhynchus         ✓ 

6 Sperm Whale Physeter macrocephalus     ✓     

7 Blandvills Beaked Whale Mesoplodon densirostris       ✓   

Birds             

1 Cory’s Shearwater Calonectris diomedia ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2 Great Shearwater Puffinus gravis           

5 Manx Shearwater Puffinus puffinus ✓         

3 Desertas Petrel Pterodroma deserta   ✓ ✓ ✓   

4 Zino's Petrel Pterodroma madeira           

6 Bulwer's Petrel Bulweria bulweria ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

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 Ferel Pigeon / Rock Dove Columba livia ✓ ✓       

27 Trocaz Pigeon Columba trocaz     ✓     

29 Plain Swift Apus unicolor ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

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     ✓     

38 Madeira Firecrest Regulus madeirensis     ✓     

40 Rock Sparrow Petronia petronia maderensis     ✓     

41 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs madeirensis     ✓     

42 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis     ✓     

45 Atlantic Canary Serinus canaria     ✓     

46 Common Waxbill Estrilda astrild     ✓     

Fish             

1 Atlantic Flying Fish Cypselurus heterurus     ✓     

Reptiles             

1 Madeiran Wall Lizard Teira dugesii ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

2 Loggerhead Turtle Caretta caretta   ✓       

Butterflies             

1 Madeiran Brimstone Gonepteryx maderensis    ✓       

2 Madeiran Grayling Hipparchia maderensis            
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      June 

  Common name Scientific name 11 12 13 14 15 

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  ✓ ✓       

11 Lang's Short-tailed Blue Leptotes pirithous  ✓         

 


