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The plains of the Alentejo gave us an incredible experience as we watched a flock of the majestic 

Great Bustard, one of many highlight birds on this fun tour. 
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Overview 

 

Our 10-day private tour of Portugal began on the 18th of October 2021, in the ancient city of Porto, 

and concluded on the 28th of October 2021 in the capital of Lisbon. During the tour we visited 

many wonderful birding locations including the Douro Valley, Cuba, Mourão, Castro Verde, 

several sites on the Algarve, and the Tagus Estuary.  

This tour was put together as a private adventure for five friends: Urban, Nancy, Sandra, John, and 

Judy, and is based on our new Portugal set departure tour of the same name where we focus on the 

birds of the region along with several wine tasting sessions and cultural site visits. We run this tour 

in partnership with Sociedade Portuguesa para o Estudo das Aves (SPEA) (Portuguese Society for 

the Study of Birds), BirdLife Internationalôs partner in Portugal, and we are pleased to work with 

this valuable bird conservation Non-Governmental Organization (NGO). I would like to extend a 

personal thanks to Lara of SPEA for all her hard work in making this tour the great success it was.  

Our trip around this beautiful country gave us many exciting species, including Great Bustard, 

Spanish Imperial Eagle, Bonelliôs Eagle, Black-bellied Sandgrouse, Audouinôs Gull, Black 

Stork, Griffon Vulture , Iberian Grey Shrike, Iberian Magpie, Calandra Lark , Bluethroat, 

and Ferruginous Duck.  

A total of 145 bird species were recorded during the tour (three of these were ñheard onlyò), along 

with a few other interesting animals, including European Pond Turtle, Granada (Iberian) Hare, 

European Rabbit, Red Fox, and European Fiddler Crab . Species lists are at the end of this 

report. We enjoyed wine tasting at five gorgeous vineyards, visited numerous impressive cultural 

sites, and soaked in some staggering landscapes.  

 

 

The beautiful vineyards of the Douro Valley (Photo matôs eye, Wikimedia Commons).  

http://www.birdingecotours.com/
mailto:info@birdingecotours.com
https://ebird.org/hotspot/L2590526
https://ebird.org/hotspot/L962500
https://ebird.org/hotspot/L927102
https://www.birdingecotours.com/tour/portugal-birding-wine-culture/
https://www.spea.pt/en/
https://www.birdlife.org/
https://www.iucnredlist.org/species/7717/12843950
https://www.iucnredlist.org/species/41306/2953195
https://www.iucnredlist.org/species/41291/170619657
https://www.iucnredlist.org/species/23062/193903628
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Detailed Report 

 

Day 1, 18th October 2021. Arrival in Porto, Quinta de Aveleda wine tasting, travel to Pinhão 

We began our tour with a visit to the central park in Porto. As well as many common birds this 

site has very recently become well known as the only location in mainland Europe to find Plain 

Swift, a recent colonist. Unfortunately, our visit did not coincide with them being present in the 

park, but this disappointment was softened by several other wonderful urban species.  

Our short walk around this urban green space gave us Egyptian Goose, Mallard , Common Wood 

Pigeon, Common Moorhen, Eurasian Coot, Little Grebe, around 35 Yellow-legged Gulls of 

various ages, Great Cormorant , Eurasian Jay, Eurasian Magpie, Coal Tit , Great Tit , 

Common Firecrest, Goldcrest, Eurasian Wren, a briefly heard Short-toed Treecreeper, 

Common Blackbird, Spotted Flycatcher, European Robin, and European Pied Flycatcher. 

 

 

Black Redstart was ever present during our tour, occupying a variety of habitats.  

 

After lunch in Porto, we drove out of the city to the delightful Quinta de Aveleda vineyard, 

originally founded in the 17th century. This ancient vineyard specializes in the finest wines of the 

Douro Valley, and we enjoyed tasting their own wines and enjoyed a tour of the wine making 

facilities. In the beautiful gardens we managed to squeeze in some light birding around some 

fantastic wine tasting. Here we were able to hear the endemic Iberian Green Woodpecker, a 

stunning and vocal species but often elusive. We had good views of Black Redstart, brief views 

of Eurasian Blue Tit and Short-toed Treecreeper, heard Eurasian Nuthatch, and witnessed the 

interesting behavior of Spotless Starling hawking for insects over the gardens.  

http://www.birdingecotours.com/
mailto:info@birdingecotours.com
https://www.aveleda.com/en
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After our wine tasting session, we continued along the Douro Valley to our hotel near Pinhão, the 

beautiful Quinta de Ventozelo. During the drive to the hotel, we saw large numbers of Great 

Cormorant  along the river, and upon arriving at the hotel we got to witness a show of around 30 

White Wagtails coming to roost in the hotel grounds. A brief Blue Rock Thrush on the hotel 

buildings and European Greenfinch in the vineyards unfortunately did not stick around for more 

prolonged views, but we would have plenty of further opportunities for both during coming days.  

 

Day 2, 19th October 2021. Birding in Douro Valley  and Douro Valley wine tasting 

Today we took the mountain roads east to the border with Spain as we explored the Douro Valley. 

However, the day started with thick and unseasonal fog. In this early gloom some of the group 

heard the distant song of a Eurasian Golden Oriole in the valley below. This was a very 

unexpected but welcome surprise, given the time of the year. Around the hotel we were able to 

record Sardinian Warbler , Spotless Starling, Common Blackbird , European Robin, Black 

Redstart, Eurasian Tree Sparrow, House Sparrow, White Wagtail, and European Goldfinch.  

 

 

We came across plenty of the beautiful Sardinian Warbler!  

 

After breakfast we drove east in the gloom, with the sun slowly began to break through as we 

arrived at our first birding stop. This unassuming area in the mountains was an excellent mix of 

scrub habitat, rocky outcrops, and gravel tracks. It wasnôt long before we heard our first Sardinian 

Warbler , European Serin, European Goldfinch, and European Robin. A female European 

Stonechat gave brief views on overhead wires and in the distance, we got our first good look of 

the tour at Blue Rock Thrush, although more distant than we would have liked. By the river itself 

we had Eurasian Wren, another Sardinian Warbler , and over the river a Great Cormorant  flew 

http://www.birdingecotours.com/
mailto:info@birdingecotours.com
https://quintadeventozelo.pt/?lang=en
https://www.birdingecotours.com/tours/spain-birding-tours/
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by. The highlight of this brief stop though, was a stunning Red Kite, which soared overhead and 

gave the whole group breathtaking views.  

Returning to the van we continued along the road to a well-known spot for Black Wheatear, sadly 

on this occasion we could not locate them here, however further up the valley we enjoyed brief 

views of the beautiful Iberian Magpie, as a large flock was coming down to the river to drink 

before quickly moving on and out of view. Along the river valley we also saw Common 

Kingfisher , Common Buzzard, Black Redstart, and Common Kestrel.  

Continuing our drive east we passed through the small village of Maçores. Here we found a colony 

of Eurasian Crag Martin , which gave excellent views. Continuing east we reached the border 

with Spain again and stopped for lunch at Miradouro de Penedo Durão. This incredible viewpoint 

enabled us to get close views of Griffon Vultures , with flight views from below and above 

achieved along with fantastic views of them perched on rocks in the valley below. Our only 

Peregrine Falcon of the tour gave a wonderful flyby while we were having lunch too, a nice bonus 

during our stop here.  

 

 

Our viewpoint allowed for excellent views of Griffon Vulture, a truly unique experience as we 

marveled at this giant bird.  

 

After lunch we returned through the Douro Valley to our second vineyard visit of the tour at Quinta 

do Vale Meao. Before reaching the vineyard, we enjoyed amazing views of Woodlark  foraging 

in the middle of a small country road. They carried on feeding despite our van being only a few 

meters away. At the vineyard we explored the entire area in a Land Rover, including some land 

outside the border of the vineyard, and learnt a lot about the history, ecology, and geography of 

the area. We then sampled some fantastic wines and learnt about the wine making process here.  

http://www.birdingecotours.com/
mailto:info@birdingecotours.com
https://www.quintadovalemeao.pt/
https://www.quintadovalemeao.pt/
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A few birds gave themselves up while around the vineyard with Red-legged Partridge and a 

singing Theklaôs Lark enjoyed by some of the group. After a long and hot day, we returned to 

our hotel. Along the route back we had brief views by the roadside of Red Fox and Western Barn 

Owl, which flashed in front of the van as we made our way through the mountains.  

 

Day 3, 20th October 2021. Transfer Pinhão to Alvito (via Marvão) 

Today was primarily set aside as a travel day from the northeast corner of Portugal to the southern 

regions along the Spanish border. As such there wasnôt much birding undertaken, but we did 

manage to squeeze some in.  

A short stop at Rio Mondego-Ratoeira, a gorgeous section of river, gave us White Wagtail, Grey 

Wagtail, Common Waxbill, great views of three Common Buzzards, Little Grebe, Mallard , 

Grey Heron, Eurasian Magpie, Western Jackdaw, and Carrion  Crow. Shortly before the river 

we again enjoyed wonderful views of Woodlark , this time in flight above the road, their beautiful 

song a joy for all to hear. While we watched these birds a Eurasian Sparrowhawk was seen 

briefly among the olive groves but disappeared quickly. 

 

 

Iberian Magpie finally gave us fantastic views after teasing us throughout the early part of the 

tour (photo Charles J. Sharp, Wikimedia Commons). 

 

After lunch we continued south near the Spanish border, towards the ancient town of Marvão. 

While driving along a narrow country road our attention was taken by a couple of Iberian Magpies 

which flew into trees by the side of the road. We pulled over and took up a position behind a large 

gate and investigated the dense olive groves in front of us. This was a great decision as 24 Iberian 

Magpies moved through the undergrowth, giving amazing views to the entire group. The presence 

http://www.birdingecotours.com/
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of flowing water attracted other species too, including Song Thrush, European Robin, and 

Eurasian Tree Sparrow. Nearby an Iberian Grey Shrike perched atop wires while European 

Stonechat and Meadow Pipit were also seen in the area.  

After this incredible spectacle we continued our drive and had yet another sight to behold. Entering 

open grassland, we saw a couple of Griffon Vulture s landing on a large rocky outcrop. It became 

clear that there were 36 of these magnificent birds perched on top of this outcrop, with more joining 

all the time. It was unclear whether there had been a carcass recently, but it was incredible to watch 

them sunning themselves, fighting for space, and preening.  

The stunning and ancient town of Marvão gave some of the most spectacular views of the trip and 

gave us some quality birds too. Three more Griffon Vulture s were seen over the town, while 

among the houses Black Redstart and Blue Rock Thrush gave prolonged views. In pine trees 

beside the town, we enjoyed wonderful views of a singing Cirl Bunting , our first of the tour. Also 

here were Common Chaffinch, Short-toed Treecreeper, Eurasian Tree Sparrow, and 

Eurasian Crag Martin .  

As the sun was setting, we had our final spectacle of the day with a group of 19 Glossy Ibis flying 

over the van as we approached our hotel for the next three nights. An enjoyable end to a long day.  

 

 

The beautiful view from Marvão was amazing (photo Heibert Bechen, Wikimedia Commons). 

 

Day 4, 21st October 2021. Herdade do Esporão wine tasting and visit to Évora World 

Heritage Site  

After yesterdayôs long journey we decided to take a break today and have a late start. Even so the 

number of birds around our hotel was a joy to behold and we quickly managed to see Crested 

Lark , Black Redstart, and Common Chaffinch just outside our rooms. Also in and around the 

http://www.birdingecotours.com/
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grounds were species such as Eurasian Hoopoe, Iberian Magpie, Common Raven, Common 

Chiffchaff , Eurasian Blue Tit, Eurasian Blackcap, Sardinian Warbler , Song Thrush, 

European Robin, and Corn Bunting .  

After breakfast we took a short drive to the Herdade do Esporão vineyard where we enjoyed yet 

another excellent tour and wine tasting session. Behind the vineyard was a large lake and we 

observed many bird species here and in the surrounding vineyards, including Gadwall, Little 

Grebe, Great Crested Grebe, Northern Lapwing , Black-headed Gull, Lesser Black-backed 

Gull , Great Cormorant , Grey Heron, Western Cattle Egret, a flock of 35 Eurasian Spoonbill, 

Western Marsh Harrier , Red Kite, Common Buzzard, Eurasian Hoopoe, Iberian Grey 

Shrike, Eurasian Magpie, Crested Lark, and European Stonechat. 

After lunch at our hotel, where we enjoyed yet more looks at Crested Lark and Black Redstart, 

we took a short drive to the wonderful city of Évora. Climbing through its winding streets we 

visited the world famous ñChapel of Bonesò, a chapel with 5,000 human skulls and bones lining 

the walls. Continuing up we reached the Évora Roman Temple, built in the 1st century AD in honor 

of Emperor Augustus. 

After exploring the city, and seeing Western Jackdaws above the narrow streets, we headed back 

to our hotel as the sun was going down and we witnessed a beautiful sunset.  

 

Day 5, 22nd October 2021. Birding Mourão  and the Spanish borderlands  

After a leisurely day yesterday, it was time to resume birding and go after some big targets. Our 

first stop was the area around Ferrarias. This open grassland was both beautiful and interesting in 

equal measure and as soon as we stopped the van, we had good views of a group of seven Red-

legged Partridge feeding under some trees in one of the fields. It wasnôt long before our first big 

target fell, as a group of five Black-bellied Sandgrouse flew past us, albeit at some distance. The 

exciting action continued, as shortly after two pairs of Common Crane flew over us, a really big 

target bird for many of the group.  

We enjoyed yet another interesting observation of two Booted Eagle at middle distance over the 

fields in front of us, both birds were of the trickier to identify (and less often seen) dark phase. 

Other birds around our position here included Eurasian Hoopoe, Iberian Grey Shrike, Great 

Tit , Eurasian Crag Martin , Black Redstart, and Meadow Pipit.  

Our next stop was a small pond by the roadside. While at first it didnôt look like much, it was soon 

apparent that it was teaming with waterbirds. Around the perimeter of the pond we found Egyptian 

Goose, Northern Lapwing , Common Ringed Plover, Common Snipe, Common Sandpiper, 

Spotted Redshank, Common Greenshank, Black-headed Gull, Lesser Black-backed Gull, 

Great Cormorant , Western Cattle Egret, and 25 Eurasian Spoonbills. The pond also attracted 

other species like Eurasian Magpie, Spotless Starling, Common Blackbird , European 

Goldfinch, and Corn Bunting . Bird of prey highlights included a stunning juvenile Hen Harrier  

and yet more Red Kites!  

Our next stop took us briefly out of Portugal and into neighboring Spain and the region of 

Extremadura for a few hours. The barren steppes that lay ahead held some wonderful species. A 

stop by another remote pond gave us great views of a female Northern Wheatear. The pond itself 

held Northern Lapwing , Little Ringed Plover, Black-headed Gull, Lesser Black-backed Gull, 

Great Cormorant , and Grey Heron. In the adjacent fields we managed to pick up a flock of 

http://www.birdingecotours.com/
mailto:info@birdingecotours.com
https://www.esporao.com/en/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Capela_dos_Ossos
https://www.visitevora.net/en/roman-temple-evora/
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Augustus-Roman-emperor
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Steppe
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Calandra Lark , plus smaller numbers of Theklaôs Lark and Crested Lark. The best was yet to 

come though, as two Black-bellied Sandgrouse flew past us at close range, showing off their 

distinctive flight shape and beautiful coloring.  

After our brief foray into Spain, it was time to return to Portugal. While driving we picked up a 

Great Egret at distance before reaching our next stop. As evening approached, we pulled into a 

farm track overlooking a vast grass field. In the distance the sound of Common Crane could be 

heard, and it wasnôt long before 60 birds came down to roost on the hillside, giving lovely views 

in the evening sun. Shortly after, we were able to enjoy wonderful views of four Black-winged 

Kite . Despite being distant we had good views of them hunting as the sun set. Also present here 

were Northern Lapwing , Common Kestrel, Iberian Grey Shrike, Eurasian Skylark (singing 

distantly), Crested Lark, White Wagtail, Meadow Pipit, and Corn Bunting .  

 

 

We were able to enjoy Eurasian Spoonbills along the Spanish border.  

 

Day 6, 23rd October 2021. Birding at Castro Verde, transfer to Algarve 

Today we headed south through central Portugal, further exploring the vast open plains of the 

interior of the country. The heat of the day quickly made looking at distance particularly 

challenging as we searched for the special species of this area. However, our first stop did reveal 

a group of twelve Eurasian Stone-curlews, which gave prolonged views. Raptors were also 

present here with Western Marsh Harrier , numerous Red Kites, and Common Buzzard all 

recorded, often closely followed by opportunistic Carrion Crows  ready to scavenge any leftovers!  

Moving on, we checked another area of plains. Here we were very lucky to find four Lesser 

Kestrel, a late-in-the-season record for this species in Portugal. These were joined by two 

Eurasian Sparrowhawk, one of which gave stunning views. Far in the distance a small group of 

Common Crane were present and yet more Red Kites and Common Buzzards patrolled the sky.  

http://www.birdingecotours.com/
mailto:info@birdingecotours.com
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Common Cranes provided us with exciting moments several times throughout our tour.  

 

For lunch we decided to visit a hermitage high up on a hill which overlooked the plains. The shade 

here made for a fantastic spot to escape the heat of the day. After packing our lunch away, we 

made our way back down the large hill, where shortly after a simply incredible 20-minutes of 

birding ensued. First, from a field close to the track, a breathtaking flock of eleven Great Bustards 

took flight, disappearing behind farm buildings close by. The shock of seeing these rare birds so 

well was soon increased as they appeared again on a nearby mound and gave outstanding 

prolonged views, a real big target for the whole group was successfully secured! As we watched 

the bustards, another Northern Wheatear performed well, as did an Iberian Grey Shrike. As the 

last of the bustards disappeared behind a hill a stunning male Hen Harrier  cruised over the field 

close to our van, giving wonderful views of its ghostly figure.  

We decided to change position to see if we could relocate the bustards, but sadly we could not. 

However, far off in the distance, a familiar shape to our guides soared over the plains below. After 

a quick double check the call came out, Spanish Imperial Eagle! A small amount of chaos ensued 

as we tried to get the whole group onto this rare and mystical bird, one by one the group took turns 

to look through the scope which was locked onto the bird as it soared higher and higher, eventually 

being lost to view. A truly special moment and a bird that was certainly not on the expected list 

before the tour began due to the low numbers of this rare species in Portugal.  

After these thrilling whirlwind moments it was time to head south to the Algarve. After a long 

journey we arrived at our hotel on the edge of the Ria Formosa Natural Park. On the approach road 

we were able to pick out a few waterbirds and shorebirds including Greater Flamingo, Black-

winged Stilt, Black-headed Gull, Grey Heron, Little Egret , and Eurasian Spoonbill.  

 

 

http://www.birdingecotours.com/
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Day 7, 24th October 2021. Birding Ria Formosa Natural Park and Lagoa de Aldeia Nova  

Today we started with a wonderful boat trip around the Ria Formosa Natural Park and its many 

islands. This proved to be a festival of shorebirds and waterbirds, with many species seen and great 

views had by all. We also learnt some fascinating information about the park, its ecology, and the 

species that use the area. Shorebirds were in large supply and included Eurasian Oystercatcher, 

Grey Plover, Common Ringed Plover, Eurasian Whimbrel , Eurasian Curlew, Bar-tailed 

Godwit, Black-tailed Godwit, Ruddy Turnstone, Red Knot, Sanderling, Dunlin , Common 

Sandpiper, and Common Redshank. Gulls and terns were also present in good numbers with 

excellent views of Slender-billed Gull  and Mediterranean Gull the highlights, along with Black-

headed Gull, Yellow-legged Gull, Lesser Black-backed Gull, and Sandwich Tern all seen too.  

The islets around the site were dotted with waterbirds like White Stork , Great Cormorant, Grey 

Heron, Little Egret , and Eurasian Spoonbill. We also enjoyed the wonderful sight of a large 

group of Greater Flamingos flying along the coast. Despite the distance their pink sheen was still 

clear to see. A Western Osprey also put on a fantastic show towards the end of our boat tour.  

 

 

While exploring the Ria Formosa we had close views of Sandwich Tern.  

 

After a delicious lunch in Olhão we headed to the nearby Lagoa de Aldeia Nova. This small lagoon, 

surrounded by Stone Pine woodland, once present along the whole of the Algarve, was teeming 

with life and gave us some awesome birding moments. Shortly after entering the woodland the 

distinctive call of European Crested Tit was heard, allowing good views for the group. Also in 

the woodland we came across Short-toed Treecreeper, three Common Chiffchaffs, Iberian 

Magpie, Common Wood Pigeon, Eurasian Jay, Common Blackbird , and Common Waxbill.  

We then decided to walk around the lagoon to look for more waterbirds. The highlight here was 

four immaculate Ferruginous Ducks, a species in significant decline across its European range. 

http://www.birdingecotours.com/
mailto:info@birdingecotours.com
https://ebird.org/hotspot/L5711080
https://ebird.org/hotspot/L4151411/cur
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Joining these highly sought-after ducks on the lagoon were Mallard , Common Pochard, 

Common Moorhen, Eurasian Coot, and a raft of Yellow-legged Gulls and Lesser Black-

backed Gulls of varying ages. Overhead we enjoyed brief views of a glorious adult Audouinôs 

Gull . Also over the pool was a solitary Barn Swallow and a small number of Eurasian Crag 

Martin s.  

With the sun getting lower in the sky, we retreated towards our hotel. A brief stop at the saltpans 

near the hotel gave a wonderful spectacle of around 200 Greater Flamingos feeding on one of the 

pans. These were joined by Sanderling, Mediterranean Gull, Yellow-legged Gull, Eurasian 

Magpie, European Stonechat, and our first Spanish Sparrow of the tour.  

 

 

The group enjoyed fantastic views of the often-secretive Water Rail (photo gailhampshire, 

Wikimedia Commons)  

 

Day 8, 25th October 2021. Birding  Ria de Alvor, Sagres, and Cape St Vincent, with Monte da 

Casteleja wine tasting 

Today we explored more of the Algarve and its beautiful coastline. Our first stop was the wetlands 

around the Ria de Alvor, the nearby estuary forming at the confluence of three rivers. Before 

reaching the site, we had wonderful views of Eurasian Hoopoe, which fed close to the van as we 

watched on, it is always a treat to see this highly desired species.  

Upon reaching the site we walked along a raised bank, which gave us a good vantage point to spot 

some of the interesting species of the area. Scanning from here gave us some of the more common 

species such as Mallard , Common Redshank, Black-headed Gull, Yellow-legged Gull, Great 

Cormorant , Grey Heron, Eurasian Spoonbill, and Crested Lark.  

http://www.birdingecotours.com/
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Some dense vegetation close to the path proved fruitful, with first a couple of Common Chiffchaff 

moving through, then the skulking shape of a stunning Water Rail hopped across a small gap in 

the vegetation. This was then joined by a second bird and after some patient waiting, we enjoyed 

wonderful views of this often-shy species. This area continued to be rewarding as we got to enjoy 

brief but excellent views of a Bluethroat, another highly prized and often cryptic species. 

After a quick scan of the nearby fields and trees, which gave us Meadow Pipit, European 

Stonechat, European Robin, Sardinian Warbler , and a flyover Iberian Magpie, we left the site 

to head to our next wine tasting experience at Monte da Casteleja. 

 

 

Our visit to Monte da Casteleja was enjoyed by the whole group, who got to sample some tasty 

wines (photo Puneets26, Wikimedia Commons).  

 

Monte da Casteleja is a small, organic vineyard and has been owned by the same family since 

1952, being originally started by the current ownerôs grandfather. Wine production only 

commenced here in 2004, making the vineyards rise into a unique organic experience more 

impressive. Here we enjoyed lovely wines under the shade of a large veranda and enjoyed a tour 

of the impressive site and wine making facilities.  

After leaving the vineyard we continued west to the extreme southwest point of Portugal, around 

the town of Sagres. Our first stop was the raptor watchpoint, a high area where raptor counts are 

undertaken every year during the migration. Our approach to the site was greeted with the amazing 

view of around 400 Griffon Vulture s circling at distance. Despite the distance their huge size was 

apparent, and we watched the flock move up and down the coast, waiting for an opportune moment 

to cross the Atlantic towards Africa (next stop Morocco).  

At the raptor site itself we once again enjoyed views of the Griffon Vultures , plus other birds of 

prey including four Booted Eagles, multiple Red Kites and Common Buzzards, and a single fly 

http://www.birdingecotours.com/
mailto:info@birdingecotours.com
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https://www.birdingecotours.com/tour/birding-tour-morocco-best-of-northwest-africa/

