PORTUGUESE DELIGHTS
As a birding destination, the eastern portion of Portugal’s Algarve coastline is excellent, with several
locations virtually guaranteed to produce 40-50 species in a half-day visit.
I travelled there in April with my wife Meryl (who’s not even vaguely interested in birdlife) and my sister
Corinne (who is). We had 12 nights in the delightful historical town of Tavira – roughly halfway between
Faro airport and the Spanish border – with its castle, 30-odd churches and an array of good-quality
restaurants. Some of the 95 species on my holiday list were observed ‘on the hoof’ while touring around –
and included sights we’d never see in northern Europe, like Azure-winged Magpies, Crested Larks and
nesting White Storks, each among the most common birds out there, plus Greater Flamingo and a couple of
soaring Griffon Vultures – but most were logged during targeted visits to established birding hot-spots.
The first of these was Quinta do Marim, on the outskirts of Olhao, which houses the headquarters of the Ria
Formosa National Park but is an excellent showcase in its own right with widely varying habitats including
sea-water lagoons and offshore sandbars (like so much of coastline within the RFNP), a freshwater pool, fir
forest and open scrub.
The highlights here were Red-rumped Swallows, first roosting, then in the air, a couple of Spoonbills, a small
group of Common Waxbills, blue-headed Yellow Wagtails and a Woodchat Shrike. In the salt-water lagoon
were Grey and Ringed Plovers, Turnstone and any number of Black-winged Stilts, while a colony of 100+
Cattle Egrets noisily roosted alongside the freshwater pool.
A few days later we visited a large, open wetland site, Castro Marim, which is very close to the River
Guardiana that affects the border with Spain. While raptors were generally thin on the ground (they seem
to know when I’m on holiday!), I did get Osprey and only my second ever Montagu’s Harrier.
Avocets and Kentish Plovers were here in good numbers, a pair of Ravens – usually seen much farther inland
– flew over, and I was particularly pleased identify the call, track and photograph of a Spectacled Warbler.
The final hot spot devoted a long morning to was Quinta do Lago, which is the western side of the airport
and into ‘golf course country’. These, together with their attendant water features, are actually very good
for birds.
We got more than 50 species that day, courtesy of a varied mix of salt flats, fir and oak woodland, lagoons
and the golf courses and large gardens of those who can afford to live out there! We boosted our duck
sightings with Red-crested Pochard, Wigeon, Gadwall and Shoveler, got our only view of Purple Gallinule,
including one swimming that looked like a galleon, enjoyed a short-lived but unmistakable glimpse of a male
Little Bittern and, among the trees, achieved our only sightings of Green Woodpecker and Short-toed
Treecreeper.
I was surprised to realise I’d only achieved one ‘lifer’ during the holiday – Little Kestrels seen flying around an
old fortress in the lovely riverside town of Mertola – but all in all it was a good haul.
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Figure 1 - A wary eye - Spectacled Warbler

Figure 2 - On the nest - Purple Gallinule
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Figure 3 - Spoon-fed - Spoonbill

Figure 4 - Tree decorations - Cattle Egret colony
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Figure 5 - In full song - Corn Bunting

Figure 6 - Fishy treat - a Little Tern offers its mate a gift
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Figure 7 - Colourful - Bee-eaters at Alcoutim

Figure 8 - Locally common - Azure-winged Magpie
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Figure 9 - Vertical landing - a White Stork nest

Species List:
House Sparrow, Blackbird, House Martin, Swallow, Black-winged Stilt, Bee-eater, Serin, Goldfinch,
Greenfinch, Collared Dove, Magpie, Fan-tailed Warbler, Black-headed Gull, Kentish Plover, Sardinian Warbler,
Little Egret, Greater Flamingo, Cetti’s Warbler, White Stork, Swift, Curlew, Turnstone, Lesser Black-backed
Gull, Yellow-legged Gull, Cormorant, Hoopoe, Azure-winged Magpie, Pallid Swift, Little Grebe, Greenshank,
Grey Heron, Common Sandpiper, Spoonbill, Red-rumped Swallow. Dunlin, Grey Plover, Common Waxbill,
Ringed Plover, Coot, Yellow Wagtail, Crested Lark, Moorhen, Shoveler, Cattle Egret, Mallard, Pochard,
Woodchat Shrike, Robin, Corn Bunting, Chiffchaff, Gannet, Kingfisher, Long-tailed Tit, Pied Wagtail,
Chaffinch, Blue Tit, Jay, Whimbrel, Shelduck, Gadwall, Red-legged Partridge, Kestrel, Stonechat, Spotless
Starling, Avocet, Linnet, Blackcap, Woodpigeon. Nightingale, Raven, Wheatear, Little Tern, Osprey,
Spectacled Warbler, Great Black-backed Gull, Curlew Sandpiper, Montagu’s Harrier, Wood Sandpiper, Bartailed Godwit, Wren, Snipe, Black-headed Weaver, Mute Swan, Great Tit, Short-toed Treecreeper, Green
Woodpecker, Purple Gallinule, Great-crested Grebe, Wigeon, Little Bittern, Red-crested Pochard, Sand
Martin, Golden Oriole, Griffon Vulture and Lesser Kestrel.
Gary Atkins
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