BARGAIN BIRDING
SOUTHERN PORTUGAL
8th – 13th April 2012

Sunday 8th April 2012 – Salgados Lagoon
After a very early start in Medway, we flew from Gatwick at 8.00am,
arrived at Faro airport at 10.30am, and took a taxi (approx. 50 minutes)
to the Holiday Inn hotel at Armacao de Pera. After a quick wash and
change, we met for a brief stroll along the promenade, admiring the
numerous Goldfinch, in search of a light lunch to plan our afternoon. The
decision was made to take a taxi to Salgados Lagoon (aka Pera Marsh).
When we arrived, our taxi driver (Daniel) was quick to inform us that
there would be “no birds … only a nudist beach and a gay beach!”
Undaunted we paid the fare and headed towards the big saline lagoon.
Our first sighting was not of a bird but of stripe-necked terrapins bathing
in the mid-afternoon sunshine. After the terrapins we quickly noted some
familiar species (Coot, Moorhen, Little Grebe, Mallard, Yellow-legged
Gull, Little Egret and Sanderling) before we bagged our first ‘exotic’.
A little brown bird (Giuseppe was in heaven) was flitting amongst the
yellow flowers in the sand dunes, feeding off insects, rising into the air
like a skylark and had a distinctive “zitt, zitt, zitt” call … it had to be
Zitting Cisticola which posed nicely for my camera!
Our next ‘exotic’ was another first for us all (even if a little distant) Purple Swamp Hen. A quick scan of the far lagoon revealed Pochard,
Pintail, Cormorant, Mediterranean Gull, Black-winged Stilt, Avocet,
Greater Flamingo, and a single Ruddy Shelduck (probably an escapee).
From an elevated platform we added Reed Warbler, Cetti’s Warbler,
Grey Heron and Crested Lark. We chatted briefly to some birders from
Grindleford in Derbyshire who pointed us in the direction of a Caspian
Tern which performed aerial acrobatics at close range just when my
camera decided to play up!
By now it was getting on for 6pm and annoyed with my camera, we
headed over the dunes in the direction of the hotel which Daniel said was
only a short walk along the beach, adding Cattle Egret to our day list as
we went. We could see the hotel but soon found ourselves being watched
by lots of strange-looking men, (conspicuously all alone in their cars with
Dutch, German and Polish number plates), parked amongst the dunes …
guess we’d found the gay beach! We avoided all eye contact with the ‘sex
tourists’ and hurried on towards the beach!
With the hotel just a few hundred yards away we came across a small but
fast-flowing river. We had 2 options … wade through it waist deep (Bear
Gryllis style) or re-run the gauntlet of the dunes? It was an easy decision
and the normally over-cautious Giuseppe was the first across taking the
shortest, deepest route possible as if his life depended on it!
Safely over the other side, we chuckled at our ‘extreme birding
experience’, and stopped to admire the Yellow-legged Gulls resting on
the fishing boats before walking along the beach to the hotel. As we
dusted off the sand to put our shoes and socks back on, we were treated
to a fly-past of c.30 Alpine Swifts, all calling and feeding at height above
the hotel. With 30 bird species already on our trip list, we showered, had
dinner in the hotel and were all in bed by 10pm.

Monday 9th April 2012 - Sagres Peninsula
With my camera still not working all photos from this point onwards on
the trip were either taken by Wendy’s small but reliable ‘point & shoot’
camera or are images we’ve ‘borrowed’ from Google.
We were picked up by our guide Simon Wates at 6.45am when it was still
dark and then drove towards the Sagres Peninsular – the most westerly
point of mainland Europe. On the way we added Azure-winged Magpie
and Collared Dove to our trip list for the first time. On arrival at the cliffs
at Fortaleza de Sagres we quickly added Blue Rock Thrush, Spotless
Starling, Black Redstart, European Bee-eater, Woodchat Shrike, Thekla
Lark, Common and Iberian Chiffchaff, Alpine Swift, Pallid Swift, Gannet,
Lesser Black-backed Gull, Common Scoter (distant) and European Shag.

After about an hour we headed inland down a minor road with grassy
arable land one side and undisturbed heath on the other. From this track
we located our first White Storks, Little Bustard, Greater Short-toed
Lark, Spectacled Warbler, Common Kestrel, Montagu’s Harrier, Redbilled Chough, Tawny Pipit, Stonechat, Corn Bunting, Skylark and a
Little Owl perched on top of a barn.
Onwards to Cap St. Vincente for spectacular close up views of Dartford
Warbler before a light lunch at Restaurante Centro de Artesanto near Sao
Vicente. Over lunch we added Jackdaw, Yellow Wagtail and Red-rumped
Swallow to our trip list, the latter nesting in the craft shop next door.
After lunch we headed down a sandy track lined with Stone Pines to add
Tree Pipit, Eurasian Jay and Great Tit to our list. At this site we also
heard Crested Tit, Wren and Sub-alpine Warbler. Onwards down the track
to a raptor viewing point which proved disappointing with no raptors on
show other than a very distant Short-toed Eagle.
We then headed off across farmland towards Aljezwoty and en route had
a great view of a solitary Quail walking across the road. We also added
Red-legged Partridge, House Martin, Wood Pigeon, Raven, Cattle Egret
and Mistle Thrush. We then took a minor road towards Bordeira beach for
great views of a small flock of European Bee-eater sitting on the
telegraph wires and flying overhead with their distinctive call.
After a coffee stop, we travelled on to Pedralva in the foothills of the
Serra de Espinhaco de Cao, and a valley of willow trees where we heard
Nightingale. En route to Vale do Passo we had slightly better views of
Short-toed Eagle and could make out a half-eaten snake dangling from its
beak as it flew overhead. In the valley we saw Nuthatch and stopped
briefly to admire Green-winged and Bee Orchids and Iberian Pond Frogs.
Our final stop of the day was in a secret location to view a roosting Eagle
Owl. We observed from a distance until after dusk hoping to see it fly but
the light was fading fast and we left when we could no longer distinguish
the owl from the rocks it was perched on.
We stopped off for a curry in Lagos and got back at 11pm, tired but happy
with the days memories, despite the issues with my camera!
55 bird species seen today, 46 ‘trip firsts’ to add to our running trip list
total which was now at 76.

Tuesday 10th April 2012 – Quinta do Ludo & Quinta do Lago
A later start than planned as our guide didn’t arrive until 10am.
We drove to Praia de Faro (Faro Beach) at the western edge of the Ria
Formosa Natural Park, to the Hotel Aeromar near Faro airport for a coffee
and pastry breakfast, after enjoying views of Crested Lark on the beach.

From the hotel terrace we had distant views of Peregrine, Spoonbill and
Little Tern, and then closer views of Whimbrel, Turnstone, Curlew
Sandpiper, Kentish Plover, Grey Plover, and Ringed Plover from the
raised road between the saline lagoons and the beach.
On then to Quinta do Ludo (aka Ludo Farm) down a Stone Pine-lined track
to locate Gadwall, Coot, Shoveler, Little Grebe, Serin and a floating raft
of c. 30 Red-crested Pochard in a small reed-edged lake on the right just
before the derelict Ludo Farm. Sedge Warbler was heard by all and Cetti’s
Warbler was seen by Giuseppe. Another highlight was watching large pikelike fish jumping clean out of the water. Further down the track we
spotted Greater Flamingo feeding in the flooded shallow salt pans.
We parked at the end of the track and walked alongside the Quinta do
Lago golf course where we enjoyed fantastic views of Purple Swamp Hen,
Hoopoe, Black-headed Weaver and not one but five Little Bittern from a
2-tier hide over-looking a reed bed and small freshwater lake on the golf
course. A lone Barnacle Goose was an unexpected addition to our list and
was probably an escapee from a local collection.
As it started to rain, we returned to the car and drove back to Hotel
Aeromar for lunch before heading off inland to the foothills of Serra de
Caldeirao in search of woodpeckers amongst the Cork Oaks. Sadly, none of
the 3 species of woodpecker were showing but we did add Short-toed
Treecreeper, Common Buzzard and Sardinian Warbler to our trip list.
Towards late afternoon we stopped briefly in a wooded valley in search of
Firecrest and Crested Tit but alas although both were heard, neither
wanted to show for us.
On reflection we had a rather unproductive afternoon as lots of time was
wasted looking for woodland birds that didn’t want to show. With
hindsight we would have spent more time at Ria Formosa looking for gulls
and terns or alternatively visited the reed beds at Villamoura.
57 bird species seen today, 28 ‘trip firsts’ to add to our running trip list
total which was now at 104.

Wednesday 11th April 2012 – Castro Verde
Our guide was late again so with an 8.45am pick up we knew it was going
to be a late finish so we just hoped for a more rewarding day.
We headed inland on the A2 motorway towards Castro Verde, stopping off
at a service station for breakfast, adding White Wagtail to our trip list.
We spent about an hour near the service station in a mixed Holm
Oak/Cork Oak woodland where we saw Wood Lark, House Sparrow,
Spanish Sparrow, Rock Sparrow, Sparrowhawk, Booted Eagle, Blackwinged Kite, Red Kite, Black Kite, Common Buzzard, Common Kestrel
and Montagu’s Harrier. It looked liked it was going to be a ‘Raptor day!’
We then pushed on to Castro Verde town to observe the large colonies of
House Martins nesting in the eaves of a local school and Cattle Egrets
nesting in large Stone Pines at the edge of town.
Heading out of Castro Verde we stopped at a small reservoir and observed
Glossy Ibis, Great White Egret, Grey Heron and Hoopoe.
We continued our drive through the Alentejo, observing Black-eared
Wheatear on the way, to an abandoned railway station at Casevel which
was now home to a colony of c.50 pairs of Lesser Kestrel. The buildings
were set in a lush meadow of wild flowers all in full bloom. Unlike the
Common Kestrel, Lesser Kestrels are extremely gregarious and the air was
full of them soaring and hunting in the mid-day sunshine. Amongst the
colony where nesting White Storks which greeted each other as they
returned to their nest, their heads held back and clapping their beaks
together to create a unique but affectionate sound. Iberian Grey Shrike,
Common Magpie and Rock Dove almost went unnoticed!
Eventually we tore ourselves away from Casevel and headed east along
the N123 through a vast area of steppe grassland towards Mertola. On the
way we saw nesting White Stork, Great Bustards, Griffin Vulture and
then an amazing scene of 2 young Spanish Imperial Eagles chasing an
Iberian Fox which in turn was chasing an Iberian Hare. The pursuit sent a
Raven scarpering off in the opposite direction. At one point one of the
eagles overtook the fox, grabbed the hare but then dropped it. The whole
drama was over in a matter of seconds and both predator and prey
disappeared out of sight and we are still none the wiser as to the final
outcome. We went to lunch very happy at the Restaurante Cecillia Amalia
in the quaint Portugese village of Alcaria Ruiva, just outside Mertola.
After lunch we headed up a mountain track within the Sierra de Aracelis
to the Chapel San Barao for more raptor viewing. With fantastic 360
degree views of the countryside, we stayed for 2 hours and added 5 more
birds of prey in the form of Bonnelli’s Eagle, Golden Eagle, Short-toed
Eagle, Marsh Harrier and Black Vulture - bringing our raptor count for
the day to 16 – a Spring record for the area according to our guide Simon!
Around us in the Cistus bushes were singing Dartford Warbler which again
provided fantastic close-up views and had me longing for my camera!
We headed back down the mountain track and stopped briefly in an Olive
orchard alerted by the call of a Stone Curlew. As we crossed a stony river
bed we saw Little Ringed Plover before returning to our hotel for 9pm.
73 bird species seen today, 27 ‘trip firsts’ to add to our running trip list
total which was now at 131.

Thursday 12th April 2012 – Alentejo and Pulo do Lobo gorge
Our second day in the Alentejo region north of the Algarve was primarily
to locate species we missed yesterday, notably Black-bellied Sandgrouse,
Stone Curlew, European Roller, Collared Pratincole, Cirl Bunting and Rock
Bunting. Our trip list so far was now at 131 and we were keen to get to
150 by the end of tomorrow.

After an 8am start we were soon on the A2 motorway heading back inland
to Castro Verde with all the usual species observed from the car en-route.
We turned on to a minor road towards the village of Viseus and stopped to
admire 21 Montagu’s Harriers hawking together over a field of oats from
a layby. Even our guide had never seen so many at one time!
Negotiating farm tracks criss-crossing the LPN (Liga de Protecao da
Natureza) reserve, we soon came across a flock of c.20 Black-bellied
Sandgrouse feeding on the ground and then flying off into the distance.
Further on we observed European Bee-eater, Calandra Lark and a distant
Great Bustard lek where adult birds were displaying and mating. A small
pool revealed a solitary Wood Sandpiper at close quarters. Within a
farmstead we were rewarded with magnificent views of European Roller
which flew from fence post to fence post as we followed in the car.
Returning to the main road we observed Stonechat, Woodchat Shrike,
Kingfisher and Nightingale from a bridge over a river, before heading
back to the Restaurante Cecillia Amalia in the village of Alcaria Ruiva for
lunch. After lunch we drove up the hill in the village to a chapel to
observe Short-toed Eagle, Booted Eagle and Griffon Vulture - all gliding
high, presumably looking for their own lunch.
As we left the Alentejo region, we stopped briefly to observe distant
Black-bellied Sandgrouse feeding on the ground before flying away. On
the opposite side of the road we observed an adult pair of Great Spotted
Cuckoo patrolling the meadow in search of food. Here a friendly guide
kindly lent me a battery to see if it would work in my camera but alas, no
– it was in need of a trip to a camera doctor when we got back home!
We then drove to Pulo do Lobo (‘Wolfs Leap’), an impressive gorge north
of Mertola at the narrowest part of the Rio Guadiana within the Guadiana
Valley Natural Park, stopping off at a small lake on the way to observe
Marsh Harrier, Common Snipe, Great Crested Grebe and Purple Heron.
At the gorge, which is a beautiful picnic site, we heard Turtle Dove and
watched a lone Black Stork glide majestically through the valley towards
its evening roost. A Short-toed Eagle also showed well calling in flight as
it flew close by. Brief glimpses of Blue Rock Thrush were compensated
with excellent close up views of Crag Martin and Rock Bunting and a
single Grey Wagtail which disappeared quickly amongst the boulders.
As it was getting late, we headed back to the hotel arriving at 8pm to give
us time to get showered and changed and have one last meal in Portugal.
Tomorrow would be our final day on this trip.
66 bird species seen today, 8 ‘trip firsts’ to add to our running trip list
total which was now at 139.

Friday 13th April 2012 – Alvor environ and Salgados Lagoons
Our final day in Portugal on this particular trip (but I’m sure we will be
back some time soon). Our target at the start of the week was 150
species, with the motto “every bird a bonus”, and so with our trip total
running at 139 our thoughts turned towards what we had missed earlier in
the week. Our ‘gaps’ were mainly waders and woodpeckers, with the odd
speciality such as Golden Oriole, Great Reed Warbler and Crested Tit.
We left the hotel at 9am and on the road from Armacao de Pera towards
Porches we observed White Stork, Cattle Egret, European Bee-eater and
Azure-winged Magpie before stopping to search rough ground behind
some villas for Golden Oriole, but alas no joy. We did however find 4
Peach-faced Lovebirds that had escaped and become feral – an
unexpected addition to our trip list and almost as good as an oriole.
Onwards then to Sitio des fontes (‘Site of fountains’) near Estombar. This
is a popular picnic area adjacent to some rice paddies that hadn’t been
flooded at the time of our visit. Here we saw Peregrine, Common Snipe,
Purple Swamp Hen and Water Pipit. We also admired the Yellow Flag Iris
flowers and a large dragonfly resting just in front of us on the ground.
After a brief lunch stop at the Aoficina Petisqueira (mechanics restaurant)
in the village of Mexilhoeira Grande, we headed for the saline lagoons
near Alvor in search of waders. We weren’t disappointed and quickly
found Greenshank, Redshank, Common Sandpiper, Bar-tailed Godwit,
Black-tailed Godwit, Ringed Plover, Dunlin, Kentish Plover, Grey Plover,
Sanderling, Greater Flamingo and Black-winged Stilt. Our visit here was
cut short as we were in an exposed location just back from the beach,
with no protection from the wind and cold drizzle, and so we headed
away from the coast to a mixed Cork Oak/Holm Oak/Stone Pine woodland
in search of Crested Tit and Iberian Green Woodpecker.
We could hear both Common Cuckoo and Green Woodpecker as soon as we
arrived so we started to trace the woodpecker call. However, when we
did find the bird feeding I inadvertently scared it off before the others got
a decent view – sorry guys! Half an hour later they got their revenge as I
missed Crested Tit whilst everyone else enjoyed un-obscured views of the
bird in the top of a large Stone Pine tree – guess that’s birding!
With the mood somewhat muted by these ‘misses’ we headed towards
some abandoned fish farms at Paul de Lagos (Paul = freshwater marsh).
This was a spot our guide said was reliable for Great Reed Warbler and
sure enough, albeit a brief glimpse, another tick for our trip list with
everyone getting a view. This site also produced Ruff, Little Ringed
Plover and lots of Black-winged Stilt.
Time was now against us so we headed back to our hotel to collect our
bags and en-route to the airport we made a brief 40 minute stop at
Salgados Lagoons. We had been here on Sunday but this time we went to
the opposite site of the lagoon and picked off Black-headed Gull, LesserBlack-backed Gull, Avocet, Coot, Shoveler, Black-tailed Godwit,
Spoonbill, Cormorant and Whimbrel, taking us to 60 species for the day.
With 13 new ‘ticks’ today, our final trip total was 152 and that doesn’t
include the 7 that we heard (Common Cuckoo, Stone Curlew, Turtle Dove,
Sedge Warbler, Subalpine Warbler, Wren and Firecrest) but didn’t see.

ALGARVE BIRDING TRIP LIST (8th -13th April 2012)
Gadwall

Golden Eagle

Rock Dove

Mistle Thrush

Mallard

Booted Eagle

Collared Dove

Common Blackbird

Shoveler

Bonelli’s Eagle

Wood Pigeon

Zitting Cisticola

Common Pochard

Short-toed Eagle

Feral Pigeon

Cetti’s Warbler

Red-crested Pochard

Spanish Imperial Eagle

Great Spotted Cuckoo

European Reed Warbler

Pintail

Common Buzzard

Little Owl

Great Reed Warbler

Ruddy Shelduck

Moorhen

Eurasian Eagle Owl

Blackcap

Barnacle Goose

Purple Swamp Hen

Common Swift

Dartford Warbler

Red-legged Partridge

Coot

Alpine Swift

Spectacled Warbler

Quail

Little Bustard

Pallid Swift

Sardinian Warbler

Great Crested Grebe

Great Bustard

Barn Swallow

Common Chiffchaff

Little Grebe

Black-winged Stilt

Red-rumped Swallow

Iberian Chiffchaff

Northern Gannet

Avocet

House Martin

Long-tailed Tit

Great Cormorant

Little Ringed Plover

Crag Martin

Great Tit

European Shag

Ringed Plover

Common Kingfisher

Blue Tit

Common Scoter

Grey Plover

European Bee-eater

Crested Tit

Cattle Egret

Kentish Plover

European Roller

Iberian Grey Shrike

Great White Egret

Sanderling

Eurasian Hoopoe

Woodchat Shrike

Little Egret

Curlew Sandpiper

Iberian Green Woodpecker

Eurasian Jay

Little Bittern

Common Sandpiper

Iberian Nuthatch

Common Magpie

Grey Heron

Wood Sandpiper

Short-toed Treecreeper

Azure-winged Magpie

Purple Heron

Dunlin

Calandra Lark

Western Jackdaw

Glossy Ibis

Turnstone

Greater Short-toed Lark

Carrion Crow

White Stork

Ruff

Crested Lark

Common Raven

Black Stork

Bar-tailed Godwit

Thekla Lark

Red-billed Chough

Eurasian Spoonbill

Black-tailed Godwit

Woodlark

Spotless Starling

Greater Flamingo

Whimbrel

Common Skylark

House Sparrow

Black-winged Kite

Common Snipe

Tawny Pipit

Spanish Sparrow

Black Kite

Common Redshank

Water Pipit

Common Rock Sparrow

Red Kite

Common Greenshank

Tree Pipit

Common Chaffinch

Eurasian Griffon Vulture

Mediterranean Gull

Yellow Wagtail

European Greenfinch

Eurasian Black Vulture

Black-headed Gull

White Wagtail

European Goldfinch

Western Marsh Harrier

Yellow-legged Gull

Grey Wagtail

European Serin

Montagu’s Harrier

Audouin’s Gull

Common Nightingale

Common Linnet

Sparrowhawk

Lesser Black-backed Gull

Black Redstart

Rock Bunting

Common Kestrel

Little Tern

Common Stonechat

Corn Bunting

Lesser Kestrel

Caspian Tern

Black-eared Wheatear

Black-headed Weaver

Peregrine

Black-bellied Sandgrouse

Blue Rock Thrush

Peach-faced Lovebird

Top 10 Highlights …
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

21 x Montagu’s Harriers hawking together
The Chase – Imperial Eagle v Fox v Hare v Raven
Lesser Kestrel colony at Casevel
Great Bustard lek (displaying and mating)
White Stork nests in the Alentejo
300 pairs Cattle Egret colony at Castro Verde
5 x Little Bittern at Quinta do Logo golf course
Dartford Warbler - great views on Cistus bushes
Black-winged Stilts mating by the pool side
Great friends enjoying bargain birding!

The next timers …

Golden Oriole

Firecrest

Red-knobbed Coot

Slender-billed
Gull

LSW

Turtle Dove

Collared
Pratincole

Rufous
Bush Robin

