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Tour Participants:  Simon Tonkin & Amy King (leaders) with a group of Naturetrek clients 

Day 1 Wednesday 23rd December 

Group members arrived on various flights, and some who had arrived earlier in the day made their way out to 

the Sagres headland, after settling into the hotel. Here we had our first picnic on the outer head and got to grips 

with some obliging Yellow-legged Gulls and some not-as-obliging Sardinian Warblers. After lunch we walked 

around the headland and were lucky enough to find a Blue Rock Thrush that gave a brief view before 

disappearing over the cliff-face.  

 

From here, we went to a side road leading up to a farm, knowing this area can be good on occasion for raptors 

and Little Bustards (the latter much less frequently here now). We were fortunate enough to observe one distant 

Little Bustard that gave a good impression of a rock! We also had brief views of two Red-billed Chough, plus 

two Peregrines and a Hen Harrier. Crested Larks were numerous and we could observe them at times very 

closely. With botanical interest we were also lucky, because Nuno (leading the other group) pointed out the 

wondrous but hard-to-find Friar’s Cowl, in the Arum familiy (Araceae), presumably named as it looks like a the 

friar’s habit. In North Africa the rhizomes are used as food. Before being eaten the rhizomes must be washed in 

copious amounts of water to remove needle-like crystals of calcium oxalate which produce pain when they come 

in contact with the lips, tongue or skin.  

 

After our adventure on the headland we headed back to the hotel to relax and enjoy our evening meal. 

Meanwhile Simon headed off to the airport to pick up the later arrivals and we headed straight to the hotel and 

sleep, with the expectation of tomorrow’s events. 

Day 2 Thursday 24th December 

Following breakfast, we had that long journey down to the harbour, right outside our hotel! Here we got to grips 

with some gull identification and discussed the salient identification features of Yellow-legged Gull and ageing 

criteria. We were also lucky enough to relocate the 1st-winter Glaucous Gull, found a few days before. The bird 

in question was a dark individual for sure, and even considered by some to be a hybrid between Glaucous and 

Herring Gull (referred to as Nelson’s Gull). However, we could not see any obviously tail bar like a typical 

Nelson’s, nor could we see any obvious darker primary coverts or outer webs of primaries although the dark 

edge to the culmen did raise a query, but we decided that this was simply a fresh 1st-winter Glaucous Gull.  

 

We also had some great views of Common Kingfisher in the scope, European Shag and lots of Ruddy 

Turnstone.  

 

From here, we moved along the coast to a fresh marshland of Pera Marsh, sandwiched between tower blocks 

and the golf course. On stopping, we were able to get fabulous views of Hoopoe and, after taking our fill, we 

wandered to a viewing screen. Here we had fabulous and immediate views of Glossy Ibis and Eurasian 

Spoonbill. It wasn't long, however, before we found our first Purple Swamphens, clambering amongst the reeds, 

whilst Black-winged Stilts wandered in the shallows. 
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After taking our picnic lunch by the beach, we wandered along to a viewing platform. Some intrepid folk 

clambered up on top while others stayed below. We did see a Mediterranean Gull but no Penduline Tit here. A 

Cattle Egret gave some beside the boardwalk views of this omni-present species. 

 

We decided it was time for a coffee, so headed to a nearby beach cafe where we partook in coffee and enjoyed 

the crashing waves. Heading back up the track, we stopped and John got very excited (rightly so) upon seeing a 

Little Owl and we enjoyed fantastic views as it peered at us from amongst the derelict building. 

 

On the edge of town we stopped to see a mass of Crag Martins collecting on the wires, and a Hoopoe sang 

nearby and gave some obscured views. 

 

After this we headed back to the hotel for a drink and to recap the day’s events before our evening meal.  

Day 3 Friday 25th December 

Happy Christmas! - Although it didn't really feel like Christmas in many ways as the temperature was very 

pleasant and the sun just breaking through. This morning we headed towards the mountain of Fóia above the 

town of Monchique. However, we made a brief stop at a colony of White Storks en route, and this led to 

discussions on their migratory habits, such as part of the population being resident with others travelling into 

Africa. Studies have found that those that do not migrate have a better reproductive success than those that do.  

 

As we headed up the mountain the cloud descended, and we found the top to be shrouded in cloud and mist! 

You couldn't actually see more than 50m! So we headed back down to the mountainside woodlands. Here we 

encountered Short-toed Treecreeper and some fabulous views of Firecrest, and then, as if by magic, Crested Tit 

too!  

 

We stopped just outside Monchique and took our delightful picnic lunch looking across the valley, a fitting 

Christmas lunch of fine wines (even some bubbly!), cheeses, breads, hams and olives, as we heard more Firecrest 

and Crested Tit calling around us.  

 

After lunch we decided to have a quick coffee break in a very friendly café before we headed up the mountain 

once more, to find it had completely cleared! As soon as we assembled ourselves, we got onto a brilliant male 

Blue Rock Thrush that gave great views on some steps, and we watched as it dispatched the local Bumblebees 

for its own Christmas lunch.  

 

With an elevation of 902m, Fóia is the highest mountain of Algarve and has some spectacular views. We 

searched the rocks for Rock Bunting, and Roger did find one, but unfortunately it was an all too brief occurrence 

and never obliged us again. However, a consolation was a fine Dartford Warbler; it was skulking at first but, on 

hearing it call, we waited and sure enough it flicked out on top of the vegetation giving us all great views. 

 

We returned to the hotel for a freshen up before our evening special Christmas meal and we again recalled our 

best highlights of the day. 
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Day 4 Saturday 26th December 

Boxing Day, and what else to do rather than clean the kitchen? Well, we were off to Ria Formosa and so, after a 

bit of a drive, we arrived, paid our entrance fee, and we were ready to find some birds! As we sifted through the 

waders, we were able to go through their identification features, and found Greenshank, Black-tailed and Bar-

tailed Godwits, Dunlin, Sanderling and Little Stint, amongst others.  

 

Viewing out to sea and the intertidal zone, we found Whimbrel. There were also lots of Mediterranean Gulls and 

we discussed the difference between them and Black-headed Gulls, and the white leading edge of the latter. A 

further scan produced a distant but reasonable Black-necked Grebe and we again discussed the identification 

features between this and Slavonian Grebe. Moving around the pans, we encountered more waders and a close 

group of White Storks and Spoonbills as well as our first distant views of Greater Flamingos. 

 

We headed back to the woodland of Stone Pine and the picnic benches where we set out another fine and 

gratefully received picnic (thank you!). Here we were surrounded by Iberian Magpie, and also a Clouded Yellow 

butterfly danced along the woodland edge.  Birding while drinking wine (for those who weren't driving) with the 

sun is shining and in a woodland filled with Iberian specials is great! Before too long we were onto a Wryneck 

but, despite giving away its whereabouts with its distinctive call, we only got fleeting but good views. 

 

Heading off, we moved to the salt-pans of Necton; here the salt is extracted in a traditional way and the pans are 

great for macrofauna (mud-living invertebrates) which in turn means there are plenty of birds. We had really 

close views of Black-winged Stilts and lots of Little Stints. A myriad of wading bird species greeted us, as we 

sifted through the various groups, including the loners like Green and Common Sandpipers. 

 

Also we had fabulously close views of Greater Flamingo as they sifted the saline pans for food, and Sheila 

commented on how ‘Alice in Wonderland’ they are: it is hard not to think of someone playing croquet with 

them! But we certainly agreed they were much better in real life, particularly as the setting sun gave such an 

amazing atmosphere. Just before we headed off, we walked up a track along the edge of the pans and briefly got 

onto a Bluethroat but, unfortunately, it was very brief and never showed again. 

 

After taking obligatory photos of the astonishing setting sun over this magical place, we headed off back to the 

hotel with some real ornithological delight. 

Day 5 Sunday 27th December 

Today we headed to a very different habitat, to the plains of the Alentejo near Castro Verde. En route we had to 

make a sharp stop for an Iberian Grey Shrike by the side of the road and, later, we stopped at the services for 

coffee and a look at the White Storks circling it and standing like sentinels on the lamp-posts.  

 

Finally arriving at the plains, it wasn't too long before the birds started coming thick and fast. Iberian Grey 

Shrikes gave great views but across the plain itself we didn't find much. So we headed up to a little-known track 

and here we had a real show. Immediately we found several groups of Great Bustard and we admired them 

through the scope and with binoculars. Suddenly there was a distinctive call and eight Black-bellied Sandgrouse 

flew past us and gave mind-boggling views.  A large group of Calandra Larks revealed themselves in the stubble 
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and, as we were looking at them, we found a very distant young Spanish Imperial Eagle!! Amazing! As our legs 

were like jelly after such an ornithological adrenalin rush, we decided to take ourselves off to another area, but 

not before taking some more views of Great Bustard…well it’s rude not to! 

 

As we looped back around towards Casro Verde, a flock of 50+ Little Bustards circled around the edge of town! 

Could it get any better? When we thought ‘that’ll do’, then we found some Stone-curlew in a cultivated field!  

 

However we had to leave, as we had a lunch date with our local contact Helena (who works in the natural park): 

she and her family had laid on a fine-dining experience of local food and traditional dishes in their home. Simply 

put: the food was amazing! And there was enough to feed perhaps three groups! Roger and I engaged in a game 

of table football but, as my back was turned, he scored and that was the end of the game…much like England in 

98, I was robbed! 

 

Barely able to move, we headed out for some more Birding but perhaps we needed a siesta! However we headed 

over to another area of the plains we hadn't yet explored and, upon driving down the side road, scanned the area. 

Sue got onto something big and as I found where she was looking (straight in front of us!) we realised it was an 

amazing adult Spanish Imperial Eagle! It initially sat in the field in front of us before taking off and showing the 

white shoulders or leading edge of the inner wing. Blimey! We barely noticed the Stock Doves! 

 

After this royalty disappeared out of view, we headed up to the chapel which gives an amazing view across the 

area. Here we were able to connect with over 90 Common Cranes. 

 

What a day! 

Day 6 Monday 28th December 

This would be our last full day so we planned a shorter day for those who wanted it, and we headed out to the 

intertidal habitat of Quinta Do Lago. Here it wasn't long before we had our first decent look at Bluethroats 

(having had glimpses of one on a previous day). We were delighted as several individuals appeared!  

 

Moving on, we again had some identification to go through, and this involved the once very rare Audouin’s Gull. 

The population has expanded owing to increased availability of fisheries’ discards close to key breeding colonies. 

Current fishery practices are unsustainable and may result in collapse in the fishery in the future, which would 

induce population declines in Audouin's Gull. The European breeding population has increased substantially 

over the last three generations (c.40 years). However it is still vulnerable due to more than 90% of the European 

breeding population occurring at just four sites.   

 

We took our lunch here and enjoyed our last of the trip’s picnics. Afterwards we wandered to a very pleasant 

coffee shop before returning back to the hotel for those who wanted to relax or pack. Others joined us in a trip 

to the outer head of Cabo de São Vincente, where we did a little seawatching and picked up close-in Sooty 

Shearwater and a Great Skua along with several Gannets. 
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We headed back to the hotel and then, when we had completed the day’s log, we headed into the town where we 

went to two separate restaurants for a fine-dining experience. However not before the test(!!) where Portuguese 

nature knowledge was tested to its max, and Vivienne won with a swat’s score!  

Day 7 Tuesday 29th December 

Unfortunately our Christmas adventure had come to an end, so we headed to the airport for our various flights 

home and to welcome the New Year. 

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. 

Naturetrek Facebook 

We are delighted to launch the Naturetrek Facebook page so that participants of Naturetrek tours can remain in 

touch after the holiday and share photos, comments and future travel plans.  

 

Setting up a personal profile at  www.facebook.com is quick, free and easy. The Naturetrek Facebook page is 

now live; do please pay us a visit!  

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Naturetrek-Wildlife-Holidays/9765181485
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Species Lists 

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

      December 

  Common name Scientific name 23 24 25 26 27 28 

1 Red-legged Partridge  Alectoris rufa 3 4       

2 Gadwall  Anas strepera   10   20     

3 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos    5  2  

4 Northern Shoveler  Anas clypeata   20+     30+ 10+ 

5 Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca   100+         

6 Common Pochard  Aythya ferina   50         

7 Sooty Shearwater  Puffinus griseus           1 

8 Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis   15+   4+ 5+ 15+ 

9 Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps cristatus           1+ 

10 Black-necked Grebe Podiceps nigricollis       1     

11 Greater Flamingo Phoenicopterus roseus       29     

12 White Stork  Ciconia ciconia 10 20+ 100+ 100+ 40+ 20+ 

13 Glossy Ibis  Plegadis falcinellus   15+         

14 Eurasian Spoonbill  Platalea leucorodia   10+   150+   4 

15 Western Cattle Egret  Bubulcus ibis       

16 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea   5+ 2    

17 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta 2 6 2+ 15+   5+ 

18 Northern Gannet  Morus bassanus 2 4+   5+ 5+ 50+ 

19 European Shag  Phalacrocorax aristotelis   1+       2+ 

20 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo 8      

21 Western Osprey  Pandion haliaetus       1     

22 Black-winged Kite  Elanus caeruleus     1       

23 Red Kite  Milvus milvus         4+   

24 Western Marsh Harrier  Circus aeruginosus   4+   2 1   

25 Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus 1           

26 Spanish Imperial Eagle Aquila adalberti         2   

27 Booted Eagle  Hieraaetus pennatus 1     1     

28 Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus 1       1   

29 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo 7 4+ 10+   10+ 

30 Great Bustard  Otis tarda         40+   

31 Little Bustard  Tetrax tetrax 1       25+   

32 Purple Swamphen  Porphyrio porphyrio   7+         

33 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus   5+ 2+ 3+     

34 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra   30+       

35 Common Crane Grus grus         93   

36 Eurasian Stone-curlew  Burhinus oedicnemus         5+   

37 Eurasian Oystercatcher  Haematopus ostralegus       20+     

38 Black-winged Stilt  Himantopus himantopus   15+   15+ 4+ 2 

39 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus 12 50+       

40 European Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria   15+        

41 Grey Plover  Pluvialis squatarola       50+    

42 Common Ringed Plover  Charadrius hiaticula   1+       

43 Kentish Plover  Charadrius alexandrinus       40+   1+ 

44 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago   1+   2     

45 Black-tailed Godwit  Limosa limosa   20+        

46 Bar-tailed Godwit  Limosa lapponica            

47 Whimbrel  Numenius phaeopus   1   10+   5+ 
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      December 

  Common name Scientific name 23 24 25 26 27 28 

48 Eurasian Curlew  Numenius arquata       5+   10+ 

49 Common Redshank  Tringa totanus           

50 Common Greenshank  Tringa nebularia       10+   10+ 

51 Green Sandpiper  Tringa ochropus       2 4   

52 Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos   1 1 3+ 1 2+ 

53 Ruddy Turnstone  Arenaria interpres   10+       

54 Sanderling  Calidris alba   1+        

55 Little Stint  Calidris minuta       10+     

56 Dunlin  Calidris alpina       30+    

57 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus   10+  10+  

58 Mediterranean Gull  Ichthyaetus melanocephalus   4+   100+   30+ 

59 Audouin's Gull Ichthyaetus audouinii           70+ 

60 Great Black-backed Gull  Larus marinus       10+   5+ 

61 Glaucous Gull Larus hyperboreus   1         

62 Yellow-legged Gull  Larus michahellis       

63 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus   3+       

64 Sandwich Tern  Thalasseus sandvicensis   10+ 2 50+     

65 Great Skua  Stercorarius skua           1 

66 Black-bellied Sandgrouse  Pterocles orientalis         8   

67 Rock Dove / Feral Pigeon Columba livia       

68 Stock Dove Columba oenas         15   

69 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus         20+   

70 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto       

71 Little Owl  Athene noctua   1     2   

72 Common Kingfisher  Alcedo atthis 1 2 1 1   1 

73 Eurasian Hoopoe  Upupa epops 1 3   1+   1 

74 Eurasian Wryneck  Jynx torquilla       1     

75 Great Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos major     3     1 

76 European Green Woodpecker  Picus viridis     1H     1 

77 Lesser Kestrel  Falco naumanni 1           

78 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus 12 10+ 20+    

79 Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus 2       1   

80 Southern Grey Shrike  Lanius meridionalis            

81 Eurasian Jay  Garrulus glandarius 3 1 1 3     

82 Iberian Magpie  Cyanopica cooki 10 30+     

83 Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica  4+ 2 1+     

84 Red-billed Chough  Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 2         1 

85 Carrion Crow  Corvus corone         4+   

86 Northern Raven  Corvus corax     1   2+   

87 European Crested Tit  Lophophanes cristatus     5+       

88 Great Tit  Parus major     3+     1 

89 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus     1     1 

90 Calandra Lark  Melanocorypha calandra         150+   

91 Crested Lark  Galerida cristata 30  3+    

92 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis 2+       2+   

93 Eurasian Crag Martin  Ptyonoprogne rupestris 12 50+ 20+     20+ 

94 Cetti's Warbler  Cettia cetti   2H 1H 1     

95 Common Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita       

96 Iberian Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus ibericus            

97 Zitting Cisticola  Cisticola juncidis 3+ 10+ 1 2     

98 Eurasian Blackcap  Sylvia atricapilla 2 5+ 10+      
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      December 

  Common name Scientific name 23 24 25 26 27 28 

99 Common Whitethroat  Sylvia communis 1           

100 Dartford Warbler  Sylvia undata     1+       

101 Subalpine Warbler  Sylvia cantillans 15           

102 Sardinian Warbler  Sylvia melanocephala       

103 Common Firecrest  Regulus ignicapilla     4+ 1     

104 Eurasian Nuthatch  Sitta europaea     1H       

105 Short-toed Treecreeper  Certhia brachydactyla     1H 1     

106 Spotless Starling  Sturnus unicolor       

107 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula 5 10+ 5 10+ 2+ 7+ 

108 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos   1 1       

109 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula   3+ 2+ 5+     

110 Bluethroat  Luscinia svecica       1   4+ 

111 Black Redstart  Phoenicurus ochruros 20+ 2+ 3+ 5+ 2 4 

112 European Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola       

113 Blue Rock Thrush  Monticola solitarius 1   1       

114 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus       

115 Grey Wagtail  Motacilla cinerea   1     1   

116 White Wagtail  Motacilla alba       

117 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis   5+    

118 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs     3+ 10+   1 

119 European Serin  Serinus serinus 2+ 10+ 5+ 10+   5+ 

120 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris   5+ 5+ 5+     

121 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis   10+    

122 Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina  20+ 10+     

123 Eurasian Siskin Spinus spinus     10+       

124 Corn Bunting  Emberiza calandra    1 10+    

125 Rock Bunting  Emberiza cia     1       

Mammals               

1 Iberian Hare Lepus granatensis           

2 Rabbit Oryctolagus cuniculus            

3 Wild Boar Sus scrofa            

Butterflies               

1 Large White Pieris brassicae           

2 Small White Pieris rapae            

3 Berger's Clouded Yellow Colias alfacariensis           

4 Geranium Bronze Cacyreus marshalli            

5 Small Tortoiseshell Aglais urticae          

6 Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta          

7 Painted Lady Vanessa cardui          

Plants               

1 Friars Cowl Arisarum vulgare           

 


