Birdwatching at

Madeira

19 July—2 Aug 2005

By Stefan Magnusson

Introduction

Vacation trip together with my girlfriend and no dedicated birdwatching trip. I had a wonderful week at Madeira two years ago together with Klas Rådberg with some fantastic seawatching at Porto Moniz, so the “birding goals” of this trip was to…

1) Do some seawatching at Porto Moniz (hopes on more experience on little Shearwater, which we only saw one on the last trip). 

2) Visit Zino’s Petrels at their breeding site at night.

3) Take the two day trip to Desertas for Madeiran stormPetrel at night. 

Stayed the two weeks at “Hotel Madeira” just next to park “Jardim Municipal” in mid-town Funchal. An OK hotel.

Day-by-day

19 July

Arrived at Madieira mid day. From the bus to the hotel a few Plain swifts were seen. Walked down town in the evening and had a few Goldfinches, Blackcaps, Grey Wagtails and Blackbirds.

20 July

“Flower day” and visits to a few orchids-gardens and parks in Funchal. The first Canaries were seen, as a single Robin. Evening walk through the Jardim Municipal park revealed 3 Mute swans in a small pond together with a Mandarine Duck (male) and (with all probability!) also a “black” female Mandarine (undergone all sorts of color mutations…). The latter two of course “captive”, but with all probability also the swans must be park fowl…

21 July

My 30th birthday was celebrated at sea on the way to Porto Santo. Ferry left Funchal at 8.00 and returned at 21.00. Price some 56 Euro per person for a “Day ticket”. Funchal harbour with about 10 Common Tern and a lot of Yellow-legged gulls. On the way over about 300 Cory’s Shearwaters were seen and about 70 Bulwer’s Petrels (figures more a matter of how far out on the ocean you want to look!). When passing The Desertas 3 different Fea/Zino Petrels were seen!

Most time on Porto Santo was spent on the beach (really hot!). However 40 Spanish sparrows in Fontinha (during dinner), Canary, Common Buzzard, Kestrel from the beach and about 30 Yellow-legged Gulls in “Port de Abrigo” (the port…) and also 10 Common Tern.
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Return with the ferry produced about the same amount of Cory’ss and Bulwer’s’s. Much less seawatching then, however.

Home at the balcony a Plain Swift uttered a strange (somewhat Kestrel-sounding twitter (but higher pitched)).”pi pi pi pipipi piii iiiiii”. Never heard that from a swift before.

22 July

A walk in the St Catherina park and lots of tame Muscovy Ducks in the pond. A bit surprised to find a lone female Wood Duck in this pond. No “beautiful” male present. Only other birds in this pond were a bunch of Muscovy Ducks and an overgrown “Mallard type” tame duck. In other words not a “well kept” bird pond. Seemed a bit “displaced” at the moment…

Got a bit anxious before seeing that the bird was actually ringed (having in mind that a male bird on Azores considered “true migrant” in a similar park pond). Best rational “shot” must be an “escape” (possibly the ring can be read, at least partly, from my photos). Bird seen on several occations thereafter (approachable and feeding as a tame bird).
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Half an hour of seawatching by the “fort” in Funchal harbour produced Common Tern 8, Bulwer’s’s Petrel 40 and Cory’s’s Shearwater 70.

23 July

Tourist trip to “Nuns Valley” by bus. At bus-station near lift-station a good mixed flock of about 50 birds comprising Goldfinch and Canary. At Nuns Valley I saw my first Madeiran Firecrest of the trip, a few Common Buzzards, lots of Plain Swifts and another Robin.

Arriving back to Funchal somewhere at 15.00 and heads for the Marina for something to drink. A short walk out the pier just east of the marina and sees some doves and a gull feeding on the shore among all bathers some distance away. Reluctantly (due to all light-clothed people…) raises the binoculars to find it is a small gull with pink bill and a clear cut black band across the mandibles. A 2nd cal (Common/)Ring-billed gull! Some people walking right towards it so time is short to decide to get some photos or to watch the bird. Manages to get two “decent” photos and another two with only half birds. The bird is moments later scared away by the bathers and flies as far NW as I can follow it (right over the St Catherina Park where I searched for the bird a few minutes later with negative result). By the photos in the evening I could only confirm it looked very promising for a Ring-billed!

[Note: I have decided to count the bird as a Ring-Billed but still feel a bit uncomfortable with this due to total unexperience with young-aged Ring-Billed gulls. Most characters, however (tailband, pale mantle, quite heavy bill, bill colouration, tertials, not to mention “geography”), seem to fit on a 2nd cy Ring-Billed. Probably this should be enough... Some characters however (rounded head-shape, dark eye) disturb me a little...]

When actually having the drink later in the afternoon in the Marina a Little Egret flies W over the marina. First of the trip. Another search for the gull in evening (by the fort in Funchal) produces Cory’s’s Shearwater 250, Bulwer’s’s Petrel 40 and Turnstone 3.
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24 July

Levada walk at the Sao Laurenzo peninsula. At least 40 Berthelot’s’s Pipits, very tame and approachable. Somewhat 25 Rock Sparrows a few 100 metres before the car parking. On a telephone-wire on a great distance to the north I see a small lone dove, white tail ends and seemingly with a paler belly and a darker breast. “Turtledove”? Manages to get a bit closer and can confirm that it actually is a Turtledove. What’s a bit odd is that I can not se any “neck-markings” (which I should be able to see when the bird turns its head). Could it be a juvenile?
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Walk to the end of the Levada walk where around the red house with palmtrees holds another 5 Rock Sparrows, Goldfinches and Canarys.

Driving around with the car and ends up att Balcões (Ribeiro Frio) and gives the Trocaz Pigeons a quick try. No doves but the Balcões Chaffinches being hand-fed by peanuts creates happy faces and some nice photo-opportunities.
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Passes the stone igloo “Boca Neve” on way up to Pico do Arreiro and sees 2 Berthelot’s’s Pipits.

Up by the Bar at Pico do Arreiro a large flock of 50(!) Goldfinches, a large flock of Plain Swifts (40) and another 2 Berthelot’s’s Pipits. Largest surprise, however, a good flock of 40 Yellow- legged Gulls up here over the clouds on >1800 m!

25 July

First scheduled morning at Porto Moniz. A 5 hour count between 07.00-12.00. “The favourite spot” just E the “Mole” interrupted by the sun shining directly towards me so I had to pick a spot just W of the Mole instead (Shadowing the sun). Good intensity on Cory’s’s Shearwater (600) and Bulwer’s’s Petrels (121) all morning. Hard to discern what was “migrating” and not, though. Unfortunately only 5 “smaller Shearwaters” of which 2 close-flyers decidedly were Manx Shearwaters and the other 3 were left unidentified (to far out…). Still seemed like Manx Shearwaters. A bit disappointed not to have seen a single Little Shearwater! A bit happier at 11.15 when a Fea/Zino-Petrel passed E.

About 15 Common Tern flew back and forth the cliffs. About 15 dolphins (unidentified).

Drove past the “Paul da Serra” plateau on the way back to Funchal and stopped on the steppe to have 7 Berthelot’s Pipits and 2 day-plaing Quails! Took a short levada walk “Levada Paul De Serra” and counted another 15 Berthelot’s Pipits, one male Linnet, lots of Canarys and 12 Common Buzzards hanging over the cliffs.

26-July

“Lazy day”. Only thing to mention that the female Wood Duck was still in the St Catherina pond…

27-July

A trip to Machicio and about 70 Common Waxbills in the riverbed (just where it enters the sea). 4 Little Egrets present just at the mouth and also 4 Turnstones.

The Whale museum in Canical (and down to the harbour) about 30 Spanish Sparrows. Also one rat seen in the “river” nearby.

Went to Ponta do Garajau in the evening for a chance to see Barn Owl (had great observations of 4 birds here two years ago). Not more than opening the door before a loud screaming call from the dark, “Barn Owl”! (time 22.20). Two owls chasing each other for about 5 minutes, even flying over the lit “statue of Christ” and giving good observations. Stayed for about an hour at Garajau but after these 5 minutes the Barn Owls seemed gone. 

Also about 10 Cory’s Shearwaters giving their wonderful “horror” calls down the cliffs.
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28 July

A trip around the West-Coast, via Ponta do Pargo, for an evening session at Porto Moniz.

A good walk at Ponta do Pargo (mainly to find Spectacled Warbler) gave 4 Linnets, 5 Rock Sparrows, 12 Berthelot’s Pipits and lots of thorns in toes (don´t wear sandals!). Think I walked “everywhere” (but the right places…) for the warbler. An unexpected “bonus” in form of a Red-legged Partridge (is this considered an escape on the island?) being flushed down the cliffs had to be “fair enough” and we decided to leave without the warbler.

“Migration count” at Porto Moniz between 15.00 and 20.00 (5 hours). The light was extremely nice (sun from the behind, filtered by some clouds) and also the wind showed some 6-8 m/s from N/E (looking promising). First hours disappointing. Some Cory’s Shearwaters and a few Bulwer’s Petrels (but not at all as much as on 25 of July.). First 6 Whimbrels flying W. Met a birdwatcher from Holland that told me about two adult Pomarine Skuas the day before in the evening (and also a Spoonbill at Porto Santo!). 1 whale seen “blowing” water.

A bit later a lone Little Shearwater offering good observations (the wind actually forcing the few birds a bit closer to shore). The only Little of the trip. Also two positive Manx Shearwaters just a few minutes later. Six small Shearwaters had to be left unidentified (flying very far out).

Then at 18.15 something suddenly happens. Two Cory’s Shearwaters coming close from E and a small Shearwater in between them. Size exactly as a Manx but this one clearly paler brown than the black/blackbrown Manx/Little seen earlier (as pale or even paler than the Cory’s Shearwaters). At first looking “all brown” (that is also on underparts). There is at all no strong sunlight from behind (which two years ago made some Manx Shearwaters look as pale as Balearic Shearwaters on the latest evening hour). Companying Cory’s Shearwaters look just as they normally do with brown upperparts and white bellies. This Shearwater really is “pale brown” on the upperside, underparts more “dirty-white” (than Cory’s). At this time Little and Manx is already ruled out and left is only Balearic and Sooty Shearwaters. 

But this Shearwater is sized just as a Manx so already now I am thinking strongly on Balearic Shearwater. Some 100 metres before the Mole (now even closer) the two Cory’s Shearwaters “settle” on the water and the smaller Shearwater seems puzzled, slows down and actually turns all around to continue with fast wingbeats (and finally disappearing to the E!!!). Behaviour a bit odd… At the turn (and also before and after the turn...) a pale (almost white) set off belly can be seen against dark vent, dark upper breast and face. Sooty Shearwater is ruled out on size, the qick flight-action and also the plumage on the underside. Nor have the Sootys I have seen before given this “pale-brown” impression on the upperside. Unfortunately feet can not be seen behind the tail (a good character for Balearic).

So based on characters I can not say anything than a 100% Balearic! Still a bit surprised to have a Balearic Shearwater here (at this early time of year).

Return home and a stop for shopping at “Modelo” just before the roadfork (Funchal/Ribiera Brava) 10 minutes from Funchal. A “scream” and a pale silhouette just over the shoppingcentre, “Barn Owl!”. The bird can be seen for about 1 minute before it settles on the steep cliffs to the E.

29 July

Short Levada between Archada do Teixeira and Pico Ruivo. 4 Berthelot’s Pipits on the parking lot. An extreme flock of about 500(!) Canaries on the slope after about 30 minutes walk sure worth mentioning (nowhere else did I encounter a flock even near this one!).

Some food at Machico and 2 Little Egrets in the river-mouth.

At 21.30 time to be picked up by “Madeira Aventura” for a guided tour to Pico Arreiro and the breeding site for Zino’s Petrel. A quite expensive but unforgettable tour. Birds calling when arriving at nests. A few birds (silhouettes) seen. Remember warm clothes (it is really cold up there at night!)

Beginning to be late in the season, but still no chicks at the ledges according to our guide, so still there is time to hear the birds.

30 July

Sleeping a bit longer (we are tired after the night visit at Arreiro). Arriving at Porto Moniz at 14.00 for an “evening session”. The wind blows quite strong from N (about 8 m/s or more) so I am getting a bit excited over how close everything will come…

Good company of Jörgen Ljunquist from Sweden (currently living in Oslo) all evening. We counted 91 Bulwer’s Petrels, 350 Cory’s Shearwaters and 2 Whimbrels on total of 5 hours. But not a single small Shearwater! (Jorgen had a few earlier in the morning, though).

Lousy even at Modelo on return home (to check for the Barn Owl again). Not a sign.

31 July

Walked, for the second time, the demanding but extremely nice levada, “Caldeirao Verde” and “Caldeirao Inferno”. Had Trocaz Pigeon here two years ago, but not this year. Means I will have to leave this year without it…

Still hordes of Madeiran Firecrests, Chaffinches singing along the walk. Also a few Grey Wagtails (as everywhere else).

Plans were set on evening at Porto Moniz but this was cancelled due to the levada-walk taking to long.

A very short stop at “Modelo” for Barn Owl, but nothing.

1 Aug

Last “full day” on Madeira. “Cleanup” on things not yet done meant a quick trip to Botanical garden, a trip to some local Supermarket and also a trip to the Marina for a look for the Ring-billed Gull.

Walking out the jetty and nothing, one Yellow-legged gull among the doves, where the Ring-billed stood some days before. Some minutes on the jetty and return to the Marina for a beer. My girlfriend comments on a “gull” where the Yellow-legged stood a few minutes ago. I manage to comment something like “Oh, It´s just a Yellow-legged” the same moment I raise the binoculars to see it´s actually the Ring-billed again!

This time I get time to study/photograph it a bit more than last time. It seems to prefer the sandy shore just E the Marina (acting “anxious” but not “shy”). Walked right towards me when sitting on the beach trying to photograph it (well below cameras focus-limit!). 

Frustrating???

Suddenly it just takes off and disappears for a while (but soon returns to the beach). The bird was also seen in the “riverbed” just W the Marina and also flew and landed in the “harbour”. (Places to look for the bird if not present on the shore…).

2 Aug

Time to return to Sweden. Some panic birding in Funchal Marina between 07.00 and 09.00. Most interesting a large concentration of gulls on the shore just E the Marina. Do check this area in the morning (before people get there)! The Ring-billed gull present (but keeping some distance from the gulls), one adult Lesser Black-backed gull (graellsii) and lots of Yellow-legged gulls to study (amazing the variety of the mantle-colour of the adult gulls, some almost as dark as the Lesser Black-backed!).
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As soon as the first people arrive the gulls spread out over the harbour area (much harder to check). The Ring-billed just as anxious as the other days. First at E of the Marina, then flying for a minute to get some bread-crumbles with the doves just in front of the coffee/beer serving in front if the Marina (two metres from people). Next stop the “river-bed” just W the Marina (where also two Little Egrets and two Turnstones). Staying there for about 4 minutes, back to the shore E the Marina. Staying for about 2 minutes. Up on a roof-top in town for a few minutes and then disappearing far in over the town.

Checking some Terns from the jetty (hoping to find a Roseate). A species I had almost fortgotten could be found here… Heard reports of two young Roseate been seen from the Ventura do Mar (passing the jetty). Only a handful Tern visible. Two adult Common and 4 juv (probably Common). So no Roseate Tern on this trip!

Summary: A very nice two weeks! Unfortunately the two-day trip to Desertas had to be cancelled (thus no attempt on Madeiran Storm-Petrel). But on the good side: Zino’s Petrel, Balearic Shearwater, Ring-Billed gull, Turtledove, [Wood duck] amongst a lot of other nice birds (as well as a lovely vacation in all) sure must be graded as very good!

/Stefan Magnusson

Species List (English, scientific and Swedish names)

Fea’s/Zino’s Petrel – Pterodroma feae/madiera – Atlant-/MadeiraPetrell

3 Porto Santo ferry (around Desertas Islands) 21 July. 1 Porto Moniz flying W 25 of July.

Zino’s Petrel – Pterodroma madiera – MadeiraPetrell

A few heard calling and at least 2 birds seen on breeding ledges at Pico Arreiro at night of 29 of July.

Bulwer’s’s Petrel – Bulwer’sia Bulwer’sii – Spetsstjärtad Petrell

70 Porto Santo ferry 21 July. 40 Funchal “fort” 23 of July. 121 Porto Moniz 25 of July. 91 Porto Moniz on 30 of July.

Cory’s’s Shearwater – Calonectris diomedea borealis – Gulnäbbad lira

300 Porto Santo ferry 21 July. 250 Funchal “The Fort” 23 of July. 600 Porto Moniz on 25 of July. About 10 birds around nests at Ponta do Garajau on 27 of July. 350 Porto Moniz on 30 July.

Manx Shearwater – Puffinus puffinus – Mindre lira

2 flying W 25 of July Porto Moniz. 2 flying W Porto Moniz on 28 of July.

Little Shearwater – Puffinus assimilis baroli – Dvärglira

1 flying W Porto Moniz on 28 of July.

Manx/Little Shearwater – Puffinus sp. – Mindre/Dvärglira

3 unidentified small Shearwaters flying W on 25 of July at Porto Moniz. 6 unidentified small Shearwaters flying W Porto Moniz on 28 of July.

Balearic Shearwater – Puffinus maretaunicus  – Balearisk lira

1 flying E Porto Moniz on 28 of July.

Little Egret – Egreta garzetta – Silkeshäger

1 bird flying W Fuchal Marina on 23 of July. 4 birds at rivermouth Machicio on 27 of July. 2 birds at rivermouth Machico on 29 of July. 2 birds Funchal harbour on 2 of August.

Mute swan(*) – Aix Sponsa – Knölsvan

3 seen almost daily in pond in Jardim Municipal

Wood duck(**) – Aix Sponsa – Brudand

1 ringed female seen on several occations in St Catherina Park, Funchal.

Mandarine duck(*) – Aix galericulata – Mandarinand

2 birds (a probable pair) seen almost daily in pond in Jardim Municipal. Classic male but female aberrantly black.

Quail – Coturnix coturnix – Vaktel

2 playing at day-time Paud da Serra platteau on 25 of July.

Red legged Partridge – Alectoris Rufa– Rödhöna

1 bird flushed at Ponta do Pargo on 28 of July.

Buzzard – Buteo buteo – Ormvråk

Quite common in the mountains. At most 12 birds on “Paul da Serra” levada.

Kestrel – Falco tinnunculus canariensis – Tornfalk

Common, seen every day.

Whimbrel – Numenius phaeopus – Småspov

6 flying W Porto Moniz on 28 of July. 2 flying W Porto Moniz on 30 of July.

Turnstone – Arenaria interpres – Roskarl

3 Funchal harbour “the fort” 23 of July. 4 Machicio rivermouth 27 of July. 5 Porto Moniz 28 of July. 1 Funchal Marina 1 of August. 2 Funchal Marina 2 of August.

Atlantic Herring Gull – Larus michahellis (atlantis?) – ”Medelhavstrut”

Common, seen every day along the coast. Much surprising were large flocks also on the highest platteaus (Pico Arreiro summit and Pico Ruivo).

Ring-billed Gull-Larus Delawarensis–Ringnäbbad mås
A 2nd cy year bird (all grey back but complete tailband) seen on the shore just E of Funchal Marina on 23 of July.

Lesser Black-backed Gull – Larus fuscus graellsii – Silltrut

1 adult Funchal Marina on 2 of Aug.

Common Tern – Sterna hirundo – Fisktärna

Common, seen every day along the coast.

Feral Pigeon – Columba livia – Stadsduva

Common in different colour forms.

Turtle dove – Streptopelia Turtur – Turturduva

One very distant bird on 24 of July close to the car parking on Sao Laurezo peninsula.

Barn Owl – Tyto alba alba – Tornuggla

2 at Ponta do Garajau on 27 of July (seen and calling). 1 at “Modelo” near Ribiera Brava on 28 of July (seen and calling).

Plain Swift – Apus unicolor – Enfärgad seglare

Common everywhere. Largest flock observed on summit of Pico Arreiro (about 50 birds).

Grey Wagtail – Motacilla cinerea schmitzi – Forsärla

Common, seen every day and everywhere.

Berthelot’s’s Pipit – Anthus Berthelot’sii madeirensis – Kanariepiplärka

At least 40 by car park at Sao Laurenzo peninsula on 24 of July. 2 birds by “Boca Neve” on 24 of July and 2 birds up at Pico Arreiro (the restaurant) the same day. 7 Paul da Serra platteau 25 of July. 12 on Ponta do Pargo on 28 of July. 4 car park at Teixeira on 29 of July.

Rock Sparrow – Petronia petronia – Stensparv

25 by the car parking at Sao Laurenzo peninsula on the 24 of July, another 5 at end of levada walk the same day. 3 birds Ponta do Pargo on 28 of July.

Spanish sparrow – Passer Hispaniolensis – Spansk sparv

40 in Fontinha (Porto Santo) on 21 of July. 30 birds around the whale museum Canical on 30 of July.

Robin – Erithacus rubecula – Rödhake

Quite common.

Blackbird – Turdus merula cabrerae – Koltrast

Common.

Blackcap – Sylvia atricapilla heineken – Svarthätta

Very common (for this type of bird). Singing before dawn in Funchal and also late in the evening. All males checked of the “grey-faced” form.

Madeira Firecrest – Regulus ignicapillus madeirensis – Brandkronad kungsfågel

Common in the mountains.

Chaffinch – Fringilla coelebs madeirensis – Bofink

Common in the mountains.

Canary – Serinus canaria – Kanariesiska

Common, seen and heard every day. One flock of about 500 birds must be mentioned (on walk between Teixeira and Pico Ruivo) on 29 of July.

Linnet – Carduelis Cannabina – Hämpling

1 male Levada Paul do Serra 25 of July. 4 birds Ponta do Pargo on 28 of July.

Common Waxbill – Estrilda Astrild – Helenaastrild

About 70 birds at the rivermouth Machicio on 27 of July.

Goldfinch – Carduelis carduelis parva – Steglits

Only saw two birds my two weeks in year 2003. This trip the birds were seen everywhere! A good flock of 50 on summit of Pico Arreiro on 24 of July! 

*) Park bird
**) (Probable) Park bird
Other animals

Rat 1 Seen in the riverbed by the Whale-museum at Canical.

Perez's Frog – Rana perezi – Iberisk sjögroda
A few seen at Sao Vincente on 28 of July. 
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Unidentified Dolphin Seen on Porto Moniz on all occations. At most a 15 animals
Unidentified Whale 1 blowing Porto Moniz on 28 of July.
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Spanish Sparrow. Adult Male, Fontinha, Porto Santo.


Photo: Stefan Magnusson, 2005-07-21





Wood Duck. Female, St Catherina park, Funchal. The ring ban be read as “BI 54” (but not sure this is all data on the ring...)


Photo: Stefan Magnusson, 2005-07-22





Ring-Billed Gull. 2nd cy, The Marina, Funchal. New pale grey mantle/wing but still with much dark patterning on tail.


Photo: Stefan Magnusson, 2005-08-01





Ring-Billed Gull. 2nd cy, The Marina, Funchal. Quite heavy bill with clear cut division of colours (“Glaucous gull-appearance”). Still quite dark eye and neat rounded head...


Photo: Stefan Magnusson, 2005-08-01








Ring-Billed Gull. 2nd cy, The Marina, Funchal. Spotted also on forehead


Photo: Stefan Magnusson, 2005-08-01








Ring-Billed Gull. 2nd cy, The Marina, Funchal. Tail looking good for Ring-Billed with “extra tailband(s)” above the terminal. Quite well-marked neck (good spots) and also indistinct pale fringes on new tertials.


Photo: Stefan Magnusson, 2005-08-01





Turtledove. Juvenile?, Sao Laurenzo Peninsula.,
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(Madeiran) Chaffinch. Male, Balcoas,Hand-fed with peanuts.
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Common Waxbills. A good bunch, Machico.


Photo: Stefan Magnusson, 2005-07-27





Lesser Black-backed Gull. Adult Graellsii, Funchal Marina.
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Perez’s Frog. Sao Vincente


Photo: Stefan Magnusson, 2005-07-28
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