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Holiday participants 
Howard and Sue Bayliss 
Margaret Dixey 
George Kalli 
David and Lesley Lord 

Karen Klempka and  
Michael McCue 
Brennan and Karin Aunger 
Will Warham 

Leaders 
Rob Macklin (centre) 

and from SPEA, Hugo Sampaio (left) with, on the Sunday only, Domingos Leitão (right). 
 

 
 

Report and lists by Rob Macklin. 

We stayed in the Alte Hotel for 4 nights ï www.altehotel.com 

and the Hotel Mira Sagres for 3 nights ï www.hotelmirasagres.com 

The pelagic trip was with www.marilimitado.com 

Photos by Brennan Aunger, Karin Aunger and Domingos Leitão. 

Cover: top: Rocha da Pena (KA), stonechat (BA). 

Middle: purple swamphen (KA), view near Castro Verde (KA). 

Bottom: Cape St Vincent, common dolphins (BA). 

Below ï the group on dry land (DL) and at sea on the pelagic trip. 

 
 

As with all Honeyguide holidays, part of the price of the holiday was put towards a conservation project, 
in this case SPEAôs campaign against oil drilling off-shore by the Algarve coast. Hugo Sampaio, both 
Honeyguide leader and SPEA officer, explained how this contributes to a current court case (see p.9). 
The bank transfer to SPEA from the Honeyguide Wildlife Charitable Trust was £500, made up of each 
group memberôs conservation contribution supplemented by Gift Aid. 
 
This yearôs donation brings the total given to SPEA since the first Honeyguide holiday in mainland 
Portugal in 2005 to £6282. The total for conservation contributions from all Honeyguide holidays to the 
end of 2017 is £119,322. 

http://www.altehotel.com/
http://www.hotelmirasagres.com/
http://www.marilimitado.com/
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INTRODUCTION 
 

This was Honeyguideôs third autumn visit to the Algarve and Alentejo and was blessed with cloudless 
skies and temperatures in the low twenties throughout. The first half of the trip was based at Alte and 
included visits to Castro Marim, Rocha de Pena and Castro Verde. The reserve at Castro Marim on the 
Guadiana Estuary again came up trumps with 20+ species of wading birds, excellent views of spoonbills 
and greater flamingos, two scarce Audouinôs gulls, excellent views of an osprey and booted eagle plus 
an amazing 160 white storks on migration. The imposing cliffs at Rocha de Pena allowed us to get great 
views of several blue rock thrushes and we were fortunate to find two ring ouzels here. The highlight of 
the day had to be 100+ griffon vultures drifting along the ridge, a magnificent sight! The Castro Verde 
grasslands were full of birds and we found two immature golden eagles, two Bonelliôs eagles and a 
black vulture here. In superb evening light we located 26 great bustards on a hillside with hoopoes and 
little owls in the foreground. 
 
The second part of the week was based at Vila do Bispo and included trips to Monchique, Salgados 
Lagoons and Sagres. The Algarve had suffered from very little rain and high summer temperatures so 
most of the vegetation was burnt off. However the birds were brilliant including Spanish imperial eagle 
at Sagres, 160 glossy ibises at Salgados, at least seven bluethroats at the Alvor Estuary and alpine 
accentors at the Cabo de São Vicente. A fantastic week on the Algarve and Alentejo in good company 
with sun-filled days and warm nights! 
 

DAILY DIARY 
 

Saturday 4 November ï to Portugal 

A roundabout full of flowering Californian poppies at Luton Airport brightened a dull day before those of 
the group travelling from Luton boarded their Airbus flight to Faro flying at the dizzying height of 37,000 
feet. We arrived twenty minutes early at 17:40, meeting up with the rest of the group plus Domingos and 
Hugo. After sorting out the paperwork with Europcar we were soon on our way to Alte, arriving after 
dark. On the way a dead genet was spotted on the road but had gone by the following morning. Over 
dinner Domingos introduced the group to the plan for the week ahead and we all retired looking forward 
to the explorations of the coming days. 
 
Sunday 5 November ï Castro Marim and Rio Formosa Natural Park at Tavira 

A chilly start with a cloudless sky and temperatures climbing to 22°C. Before we left the hotel several 
species were noted including 13 azure-winged magpies, a black redstart on the roof, a mistle thrush 
flying over and both robin and blue tit in the hotel gardens. Todayôs destination was the 2000 hectare 
Castro Marim wetland reserve on the Guadiana Estuary and the border with Spain, about an hourôs 
drive along the motorway. We made our first stop overlooking open water and saltpan lagoons on one 
side with scrubby grassland and a carob plantation on the other. As we pulled off the highway we were 
delighted to see a hoopoe feeding unconcernedly among the saltmarsh right in front of the buses ï a 
great start to the day. As we walked along the track the birds came thick and fast with eight great 
crested and five little grebes on the open water, a large Caspian tern on the lookout for a meal, a fishing 
Sandwich tern and the first of many Mediterranean gulls. The carob plantation was playing host to a 
very large flock of spotless and common starlings which soon attracted the attention of a passing pale-
phase booted eagle, causing panic among the flock.  

An eagle flies over Castro Marim (DL). 
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Several crested larks were very showy on the grassland and track, we had very good views of a male 
Sardinian warbler and a fan-tailed warbler (zitting cisticola) before spotting an Iberian grey shrike 
searching avidly for insects. Two crag martins were over the open water before a cry went up, ñOsprey 
over the saltmarshò and this superb raptor gave us all great views. More raptors appeared in the shape 
of two hunting female marsh harriers and three buzzards over the saltmarsh before one of the highlights 
of the week: 160 white storks soaring overhead trying to gain height on the thermals ï a magnificent site 
and a classic case of visible migration (aka vis mig). 
 
In a very open olive grove two cattle egrets were feeding, not surprisingly, among cattle, two late 
swallows flew overhead and a loafing group of 50+ cormorants were on one of the lagoon banks. 
Invertebrates were thin on the ground but we saw several clouded yellows and a large white butterfly 
before Brennan came up with the only red-veined darter dragonfly of the morning. Time to head into the 
nearby town for a well-earned coffee but not before we found a very obliging southern hawker dragonfly 
and six juvenile greater flamingos in one of the lagoons. At the bar several of the group had cappucino 
óPortuguese styleô topped with a huge blob of whipped cream! 
 
Time for lunch at the nearby reserve centre (closed at weekends!) and on the way in we spotted ringed 
plover, green sandpiper and four black-winged stilts. After lunch we turned our attention to the 
numerous saltpans and grassland. There was less water than usual after such a hot summer but even 
so the lagoons were full of waders and after George had spotted two sanderlings we soon racked up a 
whole host of birds including up to 20 curlew sandpipers, 50 black-winged stilts, 20+ avocets and small 
numbers of Kentish and ringed plovers, little stints and ruff, among others. Looking further out across 
the lagoons we found at least 60 greater flamingos, a mixture of adults and juveniles, plus a superb 
group of 40 spoonbills with many feeding in the lagoons giving us great views. More waders were soon 
located, a spotted redshank and greenshank, two more Kentish plovers then ten shelducks feeding in 
the shallows. The highlight was a Caspian tern flying lazily over the area showing off its huge red bill!  
 
The hillside up from the centre was tinder dry after a very hot summer (temperatures up to 44°C) and 
very little rain so we were both surprised and delighted to find an area of the delicate white flowers of 
autumn narcissus Narcissus serotinus, blue autumn squill and the impressive merendera. Domingos 
then pulled off his usual trick of finding a Moorish gecko on the side of an abandoned well. With the 
afternoon moving on we headed off to our last stop at Tavira and on the way out of Castro Marim turned 
up two Iberian hares and two red-legged partridges. 
 
The Tavira saltpans were also a little low on water but the first two lagoons held 15 sanderlings, 100+ 
dunlins, single avocet and black-tailed godwit, a ruff and two kingfishers which flashed back and forth. 
As we walked along the track to the sea we encountered four yellow-legged gulls doggedly chasing an 
Audouinôs gull, presumably to make it drop its catch. Luckily for us another adult Audouinôs gull sat out 
in full view on the lagoon track giving us all excellent views. A male Sardinian warbler sat out in full 
view, a common bird in the Algarve but usually hard to pin down, two gannets drifted along the shoreline 
while careful inspection of another lagoon turned up four grey plovers and two turnstones.  

 
As we headed back to the buses a flock of 15 shovelers flew over, George found four teals skulking in 
the corner of one of the lagoons and our final sighting was nine immature greater flamingos feeding in a 
sunset-drenched lagoon. On the way back to Alte we dropped Domingos off at the train station at Loule 
to catch the last train to Lisbon, leaving me and Hugo to take the team home! 

Watching an Audouinôs gull (DL). 
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Monday 6 November ï Rocha da Pena and Barranco do Velho 

Another cloudless day with temperatures again hitting 22°C with very little wind. Before we left the hotel 
Karin had a distinctly chilly swim in the outdoor pool, Brennan turned up a great tit and four linnets while 
David spotted two stock doves overhead. Our first destination was the imposing and classified site of 
Rocha da Pena, a limestone mountain reaching 500 metres (1640 feet). After driving through some very 
narrow roads we parked up the buses and began to explore the rough trail. A mistle thrush flew over 
and we could hear but not see a short-toed treecreeper before spotting a female great spotted 
woodpecker on the flowering stem of an Agave americana. A pair of kestrels were very active along the 
ridge with 20 or so crag martins and the falcons soon saw off a passing common buzzard. We could 
hear blue rock thrushes singing and it wasnôt long before we tracked down two bright males and a more 
dowdy female. 
 
There was a continuous stream of chaffinches moving through the area but one of the highlights of the 
morning came when George spotted two ring ouzels high up in the rocks, with both birds having an 
altercation with a resident blue rock thrush. Another migrant then appeared in the shape of a common 
redstart, a cirl bunting flew over and a woodlark in typical song flight came right over our heads. The 
vegetation here was very dry with few flowering plants but we still managed to find a clouded yellow and 
Will spotted a small copper. Time for coffee in the local bar which proved to be an inspired choice as 
Rob hung around outside and picked up 100+ griffon vultures drifting along the ridge, presumably 
heading for Sagres ï what an amazing sight. 
 

   
After this excitement we moved on to a cork oak forest at Barranco Do Velho where we had our picnics. 
Woodland birding is always challenging but we did quite well getting very good views of firecrest, 
several blackcaps were flitting through the trees, a jay flew off at speed while five siskins and several 
goldfinches were found in the canopy. Within the shelter of the forest we found more butterflies 
particularly the bright yellow and orange Cleopatra, a comma plus both long-tailed blue and Langôs 
short-tailed blue. We also found a óheliceô clouded yellow, a white version of the species. The undoubted 
invertebrate highlight of the day was a praying mantis found by Brennan on the edge of the track 
eliciting a posse of eager photographers! We then headed back to the buses but not before Hugo 
spotted a high flying group of 17 migrating white storks. 
 
Our last stop of the day was a short drive to the very top of the forest in an open area of grassland. We 
hoped to see more raptors but had to be content with just three buzzards and six grey herons. A huge 
flock of birds in the distance turned out to be yellow-legged gulls over a probable landfill site. We just 
had time to take a walk around the local church where a wall brown butterfly was sunning itself on the 
boundary wall bringing to an end our second full day in the Algarve. Back at the hotel we enjoyed drinks 
on the terrace as we watched the sun go down. 
 
Tuesday 7 November ï Castro Verde 

Yet another glorious day as we drove north along the motorway to the open grasslands of the Castro 
Verde SPA (Special Protection Area for birds). As we pulled off the motorway we saw two red kites, a 
forerunner of the amazing 42 noted during the day! Passing through the town of Castro Verde we 
encountered the open vistas immediately recording two little owls and 30 azure-winged magpies. Our 
first stop of many, overlooking areas of open grassland, was very productive as a flock of eight cranes 
flew straight towards us ï totally unexpected. Two Iberian grey shrikes showed really well on phone 
wires and a fence post respectively, 17 cormorants flew overhead and a flock of 150 lapwings was 
being continually spooked by one of the many red kites. A little owl was perched up on a pile of rocks as 
they usually are here, giving us all good views, and the fields were full of wintering skylarks and resident 
Thekla larks. 

Small copper (BA), praying mantis (KA), red-veined darter (BA). 
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We drove on deeper into the farmed countryside and our next stop turned out to be equally profitable. 
Hugo spotted a large raptor in the distance and we could see it was a black vulture but despite our best 
efforts we were unable to get any closer to it. Compensation was at hand as three great bustards were 
feeding unconcernedly on the nearby grassland before another large raptor hoved into view, an 
immature golden eagle. We were not finished yet! Rob spotted a soaring group of 13 griffon vultures 
soaring higher and higher into the thermals and a migrating flock of 50 woodpigeons flew fast and 
straight, probably intent on avoiding any potential predators. While all this was going on Karen found our 
only brown argus butterfly of the week on the roadside. Time for coffee and a rest break in the nearby 
village of Penilhos. After coffee we had to quickly move the vans as a huge lorry rumbled through the 
very narrow streets! 
 
We decided to have lunch at the 
imposing church at Senhora de Araceli, 
all of 276 metres above sea level and 
giving us fabulous views across the area. 
On the short drive from Penilhos we 
logged another seven hoopoes, a green 
sandpiper, an extremely well 
camouflaged little owl which Sue did 
brilliantly to spot and a single male 
Dartford warbler. Our lunch spot was 
fairly quiet but we did find six siskins in a 
grove of holm oaks, at least five more 
red kites, several red-veined darters and 
a single painted lady. After lunch we 
made our way towards San Marcos but 
soon brought the buses to a shuddering 
halt as we spotted another immature 
golden eagle over an olive grove; 
unbelievably it was immediately mobbed 
by a resident pair of Bonelliôs eagles and 
quickly moved off.  
 
Our next stop was a small wetland on the outskirts of Castro Verde town which was full of birds 
including 31 little grebes, 3 cattle egrets, both green and common sandpipers and three black-winged 
stilts. New species for the trip were moorhen and common snipe plus two common waxbills hopping 
through the lakeside vegetation.  
 
The afternoon was quickly moving on but we still had hopes of more birds. We drove down a dusty farm 
track and almost immediately found 26 great bustards on a hillside, a mixture of males and females, and 
we had brilliant views through the telescopes in superb evening light! As we were watching the bustards 
a hoopoe flew by right in front of us then two more perched up in full view on phone wires, making 12 for 
the day. Our attention then turned to three rabbits running around a pile of stones with two bemused 
little owls on the top in full view.  
 

 
With the evening drawing in we had time for one more stop just outside Castro Verde and as we pulled 
up we saw a black-shouldered kite hunting over the grassland, sometimes hovering like a kestrel, 
before gently flying on and catching prey to eat on a telegraph pole ï superb.  
 
To round off a fantastic day at Castro Verde, a ringtail hen harrier quartered the grassland ï what a day! 
 

Hoopoe (BA), distant great bustards (KA). 

Outdoor picnic (KA) 
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Wednesday 8 November ï Salgados Lagoons and Monchique 

Another sunny yet somewhat breezy day and time to change hotels and move west. Before we left the 
Alte Hotel two black redstarts were chasing each other around the car park and a hummingbird hawk-
moth was nectaring on the garden flowers. Our first port of call was the Salgados Lagoons at Pera 
which was absolutely alive with birds. As we drove on to site we encountered 50+ cattle egrets on a 
ploughed field with more heron species on the lagoons in the shape of two grey herons, three little 
egrets and 17 spoonbills. These were joined by 12 greater flamingos and an amazing flock of 160 
glossy ibises feeding in the shallows. Overhead another 70 white storks were migrating over the area.  
 

A large array of wildfowl was out on the lagoons including ten shovelers and gadwall, several pochards, 
two pintails and two wigeons plus a much scarcer pair of red-crested pochards and ferruginous ducks. 
The shallow edges of the lagoons had attracted several wader species, among them ten black-winged 
stilts, ten black-tailed godwits, five snipe and two green sandpipers. All of these birds were on edge as 
two booted eagles, two marsh harriers and a peregrine patrolled the skies looking for an easy meal. 
 
The lagoons are surrounded by extensive scrubby areas which were full of wintering chiffchaffs and we 
also spotted a wheatear, greenfinch, crested larks and a very skulking bluethroat which only showed 
very briefly. Not so a lone hoopoe which fed unconcernedly right out in the open ï a great end to a 
spectacular morning. 

 

After coffee at a bar overlooking the lagoons we moved on to Monchique, the highest point in the 
Algarve at 902 metres (2959 feet) above sea level. The temperature dropped by eight degrees as we 
moved towards the summit and the wind whipped across the area. We had our picnic lunches in a 
sheltered spot accompanied by two black redstarts hopping around on the rocks. A flurry of excitement 
occurred as a small flock of 12 hawfinches came flying up the valley but disappeared from view in 
double quick time. Two painted ladies were sunning themselves in the sheltered sunny spots. 
 
At the summit we all donned our coats to keep out the wind and proceeded to explore the area. Seven 
common buzzards, probably migrants, were hanging in the air along with two kestrels while a male blue 
rock thrush perched up on a huge rock giving us all good views. A wren called from the gorse scrub and 
our patience was finally rewarded as we were able to get reasonably good views of at least four 
Dartford warblers. The vegetation at this height was much greener than down below with most of the 
dwarf gorse in flower as well as one mullein Verbascum creticum. Hugo pointed out the introduced false 
acacia, self-seeded trees that are threatening to take over the entire area and should be removed!  Just 
time for another coffee (or double scotch for some) before we headed off to the Hotel Mira Sagres in 
Vila do Bispo. After an excellent evening meal we looked forward to exploring the protected Sagres area 
over the next two days. 

Flamingos, glossy ibis (KA). 

Lago dos Salgados at Pêra (BA). 


