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Introduction 
 

Madeira is – similar to the Canary Islands – a good place to combine a leisure-type holiday with good 

birdwatching all year round. In our case we chose this combination as our 2015 summer holidays 

option with a third element to it: Our son is an avid plane-spotter, so quite some time was spent near 

the airport. For most of the time we were joined by our Finnish friends Olof & Gun. The main goal 

obviously was to find the endemic landbirds and seabirds. As this was achieved rather quickly, we 

had enough time for leisure birdwatching at various places on the island, but also looking at insects 

and other species.  

Madeira is easily reached by plane from major European cities or at least via Lisbon. We took up 

residence in a fine holiday house at Santo da Serra (Villa Joaninha), half the way up to the mountains, 

but still close to the airport. We travelled around in a rented car. Traffic was rather quiet and most of 

the roads were in a very good condition, although some of the mountain roads were blocked, 

probably due to damage from bad weather. 

For the seabirds we chose the option to make the two-days Desertas Islands overnight tour with the 

company Ventura Nature Emotions and their sailing boat Ventura do Mar. This can be highly 

recommended: The guys at Ventura were very helpful and quick to answer any mails, the crew on 

the boat was highly skilled, friendly and they knew “their” birds and whales! And we saw or heard all 

the wanted species, even Monk Seals! 

For the other places visited see below. 

Recommended reading: 

Sziemer, P. (2000): Madeira’s Natural History in a Nutshell. Francisco Ribeiro & Filhos, Funchal.  

 

 

Short itinerary 
 

2.8.2015: Arrival from Vienna via Lisboa.  

 

3.8.2015: Arrival of our Finnish friends from Helsinki. Short visit to Funchal, finding a Roseate Tern in 

the harbour. 

 

4.8.2015: Morning departure of our Desertas Islands trip on the Ventura do Mar from Funchal 

marina, where we were joined by a small French birdwatching group. At first we went south of 

Funchal, than to Deserta Grande where we anchored in a sheltered bay, Doca. While the crew 

erected our camp close to the warden’s house we had a short rest on the island, watching two 

Mediterranean Monk Seals in the bay. In the late afternoon the Ventura set sails again and we 

went south to Bugio to witness the return of the seabirds to their colony, especially the 

Desertas Petrel, endemic to Bugio. Although the crew tried to chum, the slick did not spread 

due to the very calm weather and it attracted hardly any birds. In the evening we returned to 

Deserta Grande. This day had produced great observations of seabirds, including Desertas 

Petrel and Great Shearwater. But the spectacle was still to come: When the night broke on 

Deserta Grande, the air was literally filled with the calls of Cory’s Shearwater, Bulwer’s Petrels 

and (later on) Band-rumped Storm Petrels, all returning to their colony next to our camp. 

Sometimes we even collided with the birds! 

 

5.8.2015: After a quiet morning on Deserta Grande we sailed back to Funchal, once again enjoying 

great views of seabirds en route. On this day Bulwer’s Petrels were especially numerous. Nice 

birds included a Pomarine Skua and on entering Funchal harbour again a Roseate Tern. 

 

6.8.2015: In the morning we went to Ribeiro Frio to look for Trocaz Pigeons from the viewpoint 

Balcões. Afterwards we drove down to Fajã de Nogueira, walking into the valley we obtained 

better and closer views of the pigeons. In the afternoon we made a short visit to Pico de 



Arieiro. We returned there late in the evening, this time with a guided “Zino’s night tour”, 

organised again by Ventura Nature Emotions. After walking out the path along the rocky ridges 

for some distance we crouched down in the wind-shade of some rocks close to the colony of 

Zino’s Petrels and listened to their strange wailing calls as the birds dashed around the peaks. 

Yet another unforgettable experience! 

 

7.8.2015: Monte and Botanical Gardens. Not many birds! 

 

8.8.2015: In the morning we visited Lugar de Baixo which is mainly a bathing pool for a flock of feral 

Muscovy Ducks. Anyhow the goal was to see Common Waxbills and we were successful. After 

that we drove to Porto Moniz for some afternoon and evening seawatching. There were really 

impressive numbers of seabirds passing by, but almost all of them were Cory’s Shearwaters. In 

between we followed an advice from our Ventura guides and visited the area around the 

lighthouse at Ponta do Pargo on the west tip of the island. This paid off very well with many 

passerines around and no less than four species of birds of prey, including a juvenile Barbary 

Falcon! Driving back to Santo da Serra in the evening, we found a Hoopoe at the airport that 

was settling to roost there. 

 

9.-12.8.2015: We made a few Levada-walks and did some leisure birdwatching at sites like Ponta de 

São Lourenço,  Caniçal, Porto Moniz (again) and Pico Ruivo. Especially noteworthy was the 

walk along the Levada Central da Ribeira da Janela which produced very good views of Trocaz 

Pigeons. 

 

10. resp. 13.8.2015: Departure to Helsinki resp. Vienna. 

 

 

 

Bird List  (46 species + 1) 

 
Systematics and taxonomy follows: 

Garcia-del-Rey, E. (2011): List of the Birds of Macaronesia. In: Garcia-del-Rey, E. (2011): Field Guide to the Birds of 

Macaronesia. Lynx, Barcelona. 

 

Red-legged Partridge (Alectoris rufa): Widespread but uncommon in open areas from coast to 

mountain tops. Heard or seen almost daily between 6.8. and 12.8., the largest flock being 6 at 

Ponta do Pargo on 8.8. 

 

Mute Swan (Cygnus olor): 1 ornamental bird on 7.8. at Parque de Santa Catarina in Funchal. 

 

feral Muscovy Duck (Cairina moschata): 1 each in Funchal harbour on 5.8. and at Parque de Santa 

Catarina in Funchal on 7.8., 31 at Lugar de Baixo on 8.8. 

 

Desertas Petrel (Pterodroma deserta): On 4.8. 1 at sea off Deserta Grande and in the evening 3 off 

Bugio, flying towards their colony on the island. 

 

Zino’s Petrel (Pterodroma madeira): The night excursion at Pico de Arieiro on 6.8. produced a 

memorable spectacle when several birds (probably mostly non-breeders) were heard uttering 

their wailing calls while dashing around the rock-tips, being visible as silhouettes every now and 

then. 1 was heard again from some distance while we were photographing stars at the top of Pico 

de Arieiro on 10.8. 

 

Bulwer’s Petrel (Bulweria bulwerii): Common at sea, the biggest numbers were about half-way 

between Funchal and the Desertas, with at least 60 on 4.8. and around 200 on 5.8. In the evening 



of 4.8. 12 were off Bugio. On Deserta Grande we spent the night of 4./5.8. next to the colony, 

which was acoustically impressive, even chicks could be seen under stones next to the path. From 

land, 1 was seen off Porto Moniz on 8.8. 

 

Cory’s Shearwater (Calonectris borealis): Very common at sea. At least 400 were between Funchal 

and the Desertas on 4. and 5.8., while in the evening of 4.8. at least 1000 were off Bugio. Also 

several observations from land, eg. at least 200 on 7.8. off Madeira airport and several hundred at 

Porto Moniz on 8. and 12.8. 

 

Great Shearwater (Puffinus gravis): 3 were at sea close to Deserta Grande and 1 off Bugio on 4.8. 

 

Manx Shearwater (Puffinus puffinus): 1 rather far off Porto Moniz flying to the west on 8.8. 

 

Band-rumped Storm Petrel (Oceanodroma castro): We spent the night of 4./5.8. on Deserta Grande 

next to the colony of this species, listening to their squeaky calls. The first birds only appeared 

when it was completely dark. 

 

Little Egret (Egretta garzetta): 1-2 in Funchal harbour on 4.-5.8. 

 

Eurasian Sparrowhawk (Accipiter nisus): 1 ♂ circling near the lighthouse of Ponta do Pargo on 8.8. 

Birds from Macaronesia belong to the subspecies granti.  

 

Common Buzzard (Buteo buteo): Seen on four dates: 5.8. Santo da Serra 1, 6.8. Ribeiro Frio resp. Fajã 

de Nogueira 2, 8.8. Ponta do Pargo 1, 12.8. Levada Central da Ribeira da Janela 2. 

 

Common Kestrel (Falco tinnunculus): Common and widespread, seen daily, also on Deserta Grande. 

The birds of Madeira are placed into the subspecies canariensis. 

 

Barbary Falcon (Falco pelegrinoides): Surprisingly 1 juvenile bird suddenly attacked the Sparrowhawk 

at Ponta do Pargo on 8.8., then it circled a short while before flying off to the south. This species is 

only a rare visitor to Madeira. 

 

Common Moorhen (Gallinula chloropus): 2 adults and 3 juveniles at Lugar de Baixo on 8.8. 

 

Eurasian Coot (Fulica atra): 15 at Lugar de Baixo on 8.8. 

 

Ruddy Turnstone (Arenaria interpres): 3 adults in Caniçal harbour on 9.8. 

 

Dunlin (Calidris alpina): 1 adult in Caniçal harbour on 9.8. 

 

Whimbrel (Numenius phaeopus): 4 on the shore of Ponta de São Lourenço on 9.8. and 1 at Porto 

Moniz on 12.8. 

 

Pomarine Skua (Stercorarius pomarinus): A juvenile or immature bird was passing the Ventura do 

Mar off the southeast coast of Madeira on 5.8.  

 

Yellow-legged Gull (Larus michahellis): Widespread along the coast, especially large flocks gathering 

in the harbours of Funchal and Caniçal. Also seen flying inland, even over the garden of our house. 

Birds from Madeira belong to the subspecies atlantis or an intergradation form between atlantis 

and michahellis. 

 

Lesser Black-backed Gull (Larus fuscus): 1 adult was in Funchal harbour on 3.8. and 2 adults were in 

Caniçal harbour on 9.8. All obviously belonged to the subspecies graellsii. 



 

Common Tern (Sterna hirundo): Up to 5 were in Funchal harbour on 3.-5.8., with 1 still there on 7.8. 

On Deserta Grande there were at least 4 adults and 4 fledglings on 4.-5.8. 1 juvenile was passing 

our boat between Deserta Grande and Funchal on 5.8. Several adults and begging juveniles were 

at Porto Moniz on 8. and 12.8., while around 300 passed there to the northeast on 8.8. Approx. 20 

adults and juveniles were in Caniçal harbour and 3 at Ponta de São Lourenço on 9.8. 

 

Roseate Tern (Sterna dougallii): 1 adult was among Common Terns in Funchal harbour on 3. and 5.8. 

 

Rock Dove (Columba livia): Feral Pigeons seen commonly in settlements. 40 probably (more or less) 

genuine Rock Doves were on Ponta de São Lourenço on 10.8. 

 

Trocaz Pigeon (Columba trocaz): At least 15 flying birds were seen from the “classic“ location Balcões 

near Ribeiro Frio on 6.8., later that day at Fajã de Nogueira we saw again approximately 10 flying 

birds, but also 2 on the ground in the dry river bed. At Ribeira da Serra de Agua at least 4 were 

seen und 2 more heard on 11.8. The best views were obtained along the Levada Central da 

Ribeira da Janela, with at least 15 flying birds but also 3 sitting obligingly at close range in a laurel 

tree on 12.8. 

 

Eurasian Collared Dove (Streptopelia decaocto): This species is colonizing the island starting at its 

easternmost parts. Therefore we were surprised to see 1 on the west coast at Serrado on 8.8. 

More expected were 7 at Caniçal on 9.8. 

 

Rose-ringed Parakeet (Psittacula krameri): 1 at the edge of the Botanical Gardens on 7.8. most 

probably was a local escape. 

 

Plain Swift (Apus unicolor): Widespread and common, seen daily. Quite obvious even around the 

peaks of the highest mountains (Pico de Arieiro, Pico Ruivo). 

 

Eurasian Hoopoe (Upupa epops): 1 was settling to roost in small trees at Madeira airport on 8.8. 

Another one was on Ponta de São Lourenço on 9.8. 

 

Berthelot’s Pipit (Anthus berthelotii): Seen on most days in open landscapes, from the coast to the 

mountain tops. Especially common on Deserta Grande. The birds of Madeira are regarded as 

subspecies madeirensis. 

 

Grey Wagtail (Motacilla cinerea): Widespread, seen on seven days in many different habitats 

(harbours, forested areas, airport,…). The birds of Madeira are regarded as subspecies schmitzi. 

 

European Robin (Erithacus rubecula): Widespread but nowhere really common. Seen or heard on six 

days. 

 

Common Blackbird (Turdus merula): Widespread and common, seen almost daily. The birds of 

Madeira are placed into the subspecies cabrerae. 

 
Mistle Thrush (Turdus viscivorus): A primary feather was found right at the peak of Pico Ruivo on 11.8. (ID confirmed with 

own collection at home). 

 

Eurasian Blackcap (Sylvia atricapilla): Common and widespread in wooded areas. Daily observations, 

also in the garden of our house. 1-2 melanistic juveniles were seen in the Botanical Gardens on 

7.8. A recently fledged young was on the lawn next to the cable car terminal in Funchal. The birds 

of Madeira (and from the Canary Islands) are sometimes considered as subspecies heineken. 

 



Spectacled Warbler (Sylvia conspicillata): 1 was calling near the lighthouse at Ponta do Pargo on 8.8. 

and 1-2 were calling at Pico de Arieiro on 10.8. 

 

Madeira Firecrest (Regulus madeirensis): This endemic species was widespread and very common in 

wooded areas (adults and juveniles), it also regularly visited the garden of our house resp. its 

surroundings. Observed daily. 

 

Spanish Sparrow (Passer hispaniolensis): 5 at Caniçal on 9.8. 

 

Common Waxbill (Esrilda astrild): A flock of 10 at Lugar de Baixo on 8.8. 

 

Common Chaffinch (Fringilla coelebs): Widespread and common in wooded areas, very tame at 

some places that are frequented by many visitors (e.g. Ribeiro Frio, Pico Ruivo). Seen daily, also in 

the garden of our house. The birds of Madeira are placed in the subspecies maderensis. 

Differences in colouration and voice to the Chaffinches on the European continent are more than 

striking! 

 

Atlantic Canary (Serinus canaria): Widespread and common, seen daily, also in the garden of our 

house. Additionally at least 6 on Deserta Grande on 4.-5.8.  

 

European Greenfinch (Carduelis chloris): 4 in the park of Quinta do Santo da Serra on 10.8. The birds 

of Macaronesia are placed in the subspecies aurantiiventris. 

 

European Goldfinch (Carduelis carduelis): 9.8. 1 at Caniçal; 10. and 12.8. 2 on Ponta de São Lourenço; 

13.8. 3 at the airport. The birds of Macaronesia are placed in the subspecies parva. 

 

Eurasian Siskin (Carduelis spinus): 1 female or juvenile in the park of Quinta do Santo da Serra on 

10.8. and 3 along the Levada Central da Ribeira da Janela on 12.8. 

 

Common Linnet (Carduelis cannabina): At least 20 (including begging juveniles) near the lighthouse 

at Ponta do Pargo on 8.8. The birds of Madeira are regarded as subspecies guentheri. 

 

 

Mammals 
 

Rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus): Obvioulsy widespread, although only droppings were found. 

 

Black Rat (Rattus rattus): A dead one floating in the Levada Central da Ribeira da Janela on 12.8. 

 

Mediterranean Monk Seal (Monachus monachus): 2 seen at close range at Deserta Grande on 4.8. 

were one of the highlights of this trip! 

 

Bryde’s Whale (Balaenoptera brydei): During our boat trip 1 was south of Funchal und 1 off Bugio on 

4.8.; 1 was seen from land south of Ponta de São Lourenço on 12.8. 

 

Atlantic Spotted Dolphin (Stenella frontalis): A small school of approximately 10 approached our 

boat between Funchal and the Desertas on 4.8. 

 

Bottlenose Dolphin (Tursiops truncatus): During our boat trip a small school of at least 15 was south 

of Funchal on 4.8. 

 

 



Amphibians and Reptiles 
 

Iberian Waterfrog (Pelophylax perezi): Frog calls coming from the golf course of Santo da Serra 

obviously belonged to this species. 

 

Loggerhead Turtle (Caretta caretta): A turtle swimming off Porto Moniz on 8.8. most probably was 

this species. 

 

Madeiran Wall Lizard (Teira dugesii): Widespread and very common, seen daily. At some places they 

would readily take food from the hand, e.g. at the Botanical Gardens or on Ponta de São 

Lourenço. Especially numerous also on Deserta Grande. 

 

 

Butterflies 
 

Small White (Pieris rapae): Widespread and common. 

 

Clouded Yellow (Colias crocea): Widespread and mostly common. 

 

Madeiran Brimstone (Conepteryx [cleopatra] maderensis): Common at Ribeiro Frio und 1 ♂ at Fajã 

de Nogueira on 6.8., 1 in the park of Qunita do Santo da Serra on 10.8. and 1 at Pico Ruivo on 

11.8. 

 

Small Copper (Lycaena phlaeas phlaeoides): Only one observation, at Pico Ruivo on 11.8. 

 

Red Admiral (Vanessa atalanta): Only one observation, in the park of Qunita do Santo da Serra on 

10.8. 

 

Madeiran Grayling (Hipparchia [aristaeus] maderensis): Widespread and common in the mountains 

above the treeline. 

 

Madeiran Speckled Wood (Pararge xiphia): Widespread in forests but less common than P. aegeria. 

 

Speckled Wood (Pararge aegeria): Widespread and common in forested areas. 

 

Monarch (Danaus plexippus): Widespread and rather common, seen daily. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



           
Roseate Tern, Funchal harbour, 3.8.2015           Cory’s Shearwater, off Desertas, 4.8.2015 
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Great Shearwater, off Deserta Grande, 4.8.2015          Desertas Petrel, off Bugio, 4.8.2015 
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Berthelot’s Pipit, Deserta Grande, 4.8.2015           Atlantic Canary, Deserta Grande, 4.8.2015 
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Mediterranean Monk Seal, Deserta Grande, 4.8.2015        Common Chaffinch, Ribeiro Frio, 6.8.2015 
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