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Introduction

Types of Species Covered

The aim of this book is to enable anyone, visitor or resident, to identify all the birds, land
mammals, marine mammals, reptiles, amphibians, dragonflies and butterflies that are likely

to be encountered on these magical islands, as well as to give an introduction to the habitats in
which these animals occur. The photographs and text highlight the key differences between all
similar species occurring in the islands, so that given suitable views, the subject can be identified
with confidence. Where there are major differences in appearance between sexes and/or age
classes, these also have been illustrated when appropriate. The photographs were largely taken on
the islands and therefore illustrate the local subspecies of wide-ranging species and the correct
plumages of migratory birds that one is most likely to encounter.
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The geography and climate of Madeira and the

Canary Isles

Geography

Madeira and the Canary Islands are two
neighbouring archipelagos in the eastern
Atlantic Ocean lying off the north-western
coast of Africa, which together with the more
remote Azores to the north and the Cape
Verde islands to the south, form the island
region known as Macaronesia. All of these
islands are the tips of a series of undersea
volcanoes, some of which are still active. As

a result of their oceanic birth, the islands are
home to a distinctive range of flora and fauna,
including many endemic species, which

have been able to evolve here in isolation.
Madeira and the Canary Islands are the

most readily accessible of the island groups
and, fortuitously, are also among the most
interesting from a wildlife perspective.

Madeira

The Madeira archipelago belongs to Portugal
and lies just under 400 km to the north of the
Canary Island of Tenerife and 520 km west

of Morocco. The archipelago is dominated

by the main island of Madeira, which is by
far the largest island, with a surface area of
741 km? (see page 8 for detailed map). It holds
98% of the archipelago’s human population,
of which around 85% live in the warmer

and drier south, including some 100,000 in
the capital, Funchal. Madeira is a rugged
mountainous island with a high central ridge
rising to 1,862 m at the summit of Pico Ruvio.
The mountain slopes drop steeply to the sea
and then drop quickly, resulting in deepwater
habitats close inshore. The island of Porto
Santo lies 37km north-east of Madeira. It
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Madeira and the Canary islands

covers around 50 km? and has a population of some 5,500 residents, although numbers swell
greatly during the summer months. It has a more gently sloping terrain than Madeira, with
the highest point of just 517 m at Pico de Facho, in the more rugged north-eastern part of the
island. The coastal plain in the island’s south-west is home to a spectacular 9-km-long white-
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sand beach. There are many offshore
islets, and these are home to large
numbers of breeding seabirds. The
Desertas Islands lie 16km south-east
of Madeira. This is a chain of three
small, uninhabited islands (except for
permanent wardens), with elevations
rising to 442 m on Deserta Grande,
348 m on Bugio and 98 m on Ilhéu
de Chao. The Desertas are very
important for breeding seabirds,
including the endemic Desertas
Petrel, which breeds only on Bugio,
and they are the only breeding site

in the islands for the Mediterranean
Monk Seal. The final islands in the Madeira group are the Selvagens or Salvages. These
windswept, uninhabited islands lie 280 km south of Madeira and are in fact closer to Tenerife
(165km to their south). They comprise two main islands and several islets; elevation rises

to 163 m on Selvagem Grande. The islands are rocky and barren but hold an important
population of seabirds, notably of White-faced Storm-petrels, and are home to resident
wardens and scientists.

The Madeira archipelago

The Canary Islands

The archipelago of the Canary Islands consists of seven main islands and numerous smaller
satellite islands and offshore rocks with a total surface area of some 7,490 km? (see pages 8-9
for detailed maps). For the purposes of this book, the ‘Western Canaries’ encompass the
islands of El Hierro, La Palma and La Gomera; the ‘Central Canaries” consist of Tenerife and
Gran Canaria (although both, confusingly, are geographically within the Western Canaries);
and the ‘Eastern Canaries’ comprise Fuerteventura and Lanzarote, together with the satellite

The Canary Islands archipelago



GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

island of Los Lobos oft north-eastern Fuerteventura and the Chinijo archipelago off northern
Lanzarote, including the inhabited island of La Graciosa. The western islands are of more
recent volcanic origin than the eastern ones - the westernmost island of El Hierro is only
some 1.1 million years old, while Fuerteventura is thought to be about 17-20 million years
old. As a result, the western and central islands are generally higher and steeper than the older
and more time-eroded eastern islands. Tenerife is the largest island, at 2,034 km?, and is also
the highest, with the summit of Pico del Teide reaching 3,718 m. It is now the most populous
island, with some 889,936 inhabitants, having recently overtaken Gran Canaria, which has
some 838,400 inhabitants and is the third-largest island, at 1,560 km? Fuerteventura is the
second-largest island, at 1,660 km?, and has a smaller but increasing population of some
103,490 inhabitants. It is also the closest island to mainland Africa, some 100km to the east.

Climate

Madeira and the Canaries are often known as the islands of eternal spring. They are located in
the subtropics, so are warm year-round. They enjoy a typical Mediterranean climate, yet this
is moderated at all times by the Atlantic Ocean, so they are never subject to the extremes of
high and cold temperatures experienced on the adjacent mainland of North Africa. Average
temperatures at sea level are remarkably constant year-round, typically ranging from 14° to
28°C, with hotter periods in the summer when the dry easterly Calima (Canaries) or Leste
(Madeira) winds, often laden with dust, blow off the Sahara. Winds predominantly come from
the north-east, particularly in summer, but westerlies associated with the passage of Atlantic
depressions occur in late autumn-winter, bringing the bulk of the rain. Levels of precipitation
are low in the Canaries, at generally less than 250 mm per year, but are higher on Madeira at
around 600 mm per year. The Western and Central Canaries and Madeira receive much more
rainfall than the Eastern Canaries and Porto Santo, as a result of their higher relief and their
greater exposure to Atlantic storms.

There is also considerable local variation in climate, depending on aspect and elevation.
Southerly slopes are typically drier and warmer than north-facing ones, and mean daily
temperatures decline with elevation, such that Pico del Teide, for example, is often snow-
capped during the winter months. On the higher islands rainfall typically increases with
elevation but then declines again above 1,200 m. This is because the mountains force the
north-easterly trade winds to rise up, cooling the air as they do so, which releases moisture

in the form of clouds, forming a band around the mountains. Light rain often occurs at these
elevations but rain also falls ‘horizontally’ in the form of fog, which is trapped by lichens and
pine needles, condenses and then drips to the ground. Above 1,200m, fog is less common, and
the higher elevations become increasingly arid and cold, with freezing temperatures occurring
at the highest levels on winter nights. Clouds passing over the mountain ridges quickly warm
as they drop down the southern slopes, where they rapidly dissipate. This phenomenon can

be very dramatic and is well worth looking out for on the upper southern slopes of the higher
islands.
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