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November 19 to December 3, 2016 

 
 
Colombia is the birdiest country on earth, with about 1,950 species (almost 20% of the world’s total). It is easy to 
see why. Colombia is tropical, yet it also has ample elevation changes due to the Andes, and it has both the Pacific 
and Caribbean coasts. The Andes become complex in Colombia, splitting into three ranges, which increases habitat 
diversity, as well as rain shadow valleys between the mountains. Colombia also contains a vast portion of the 
Amazon and the Orinoquia regions. The many different habitats ensure an abundance of bird species, as well as 
other wildlife. Although there are many beautiful and spectacular birds to be seen on this tour, hummingbirds are 
always special for most people, and we are hopeful of getting up to 50 species of our likely total of 400+. Up to 
eight Antpittas are also possible, including with a bit of luck six in one morning. 
 
Our tour begins in the city of Cartagena, one of Colombia’s oldest cities and known for its awe-inspiring history and 
enchanting architecture. We then head to Isla Salamanca National Park, where birding through mangroves and 
coastal wetlands, along the ocean and in dry scrub forest should yield species such as the endemic Chestnut-
winged Chachalaca, Russet-throated Puffbird, the near endemic Chestnut Piculet, Bicolored Conebill, Northern 
Screamer and hopefully the sometimes elusive endemic Sapphire-bellied Hummingbird. 

 

The Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta is the highest coastal mountain in the world and one of the most important 
endemism centers in the world, with 22 species of birds restricted to it. Join us on a search for many of these 
endemics including Santa Marta Screech-owl, Antpitta, Mountain-tanager, Tapaculo, Foliage-gleaner, Brush-finch, 
Parakeet, Sabrewing, Bush-tyrant, Seedeater, Warbler, and many more. 
 
A direct flight to the central Andean city of Medellin will have us crossing the Cauca River in the Bolombolo area in 
search of the recently described Antioquia Wren. In the pleasant town of Jardin, the famous Andean Cock-of-the-
rock lek is just 10 minutes from the town center plaza. Above Jardin, the star of the show is the critically  
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endangered Yellow-eared Parrot. A day of birding along Las Ventanas road will hopefully yield many specialties 
including the elusive Ocellated Tapaculo, as we prepare for our drive to Manizales, in the famed coffee triangle of 
Colombia. 
 
Two days at the Rio Blanco reserve will help us acclimatize for our ascent up to Los Nevados National Park, in 
search of the very tough Buffy Helmetcrest and easier Rainbow-bearded Thornbill, among many other high country 
birds. With some good fortune five or six species of Antpitta can be seen in one morning at Rio Blanco, including 
the endemic Bicolored and Brown-banded Antpittas. At the high altitude Los Nevados, home to an active volcano, 
in addition to the helmetcrest we’ll be looking for our 8th antpitta, and other birds of the paramo. Throughout the 
Andes we’ll be checking streams for the dazzling Torrent Duck, and White-capped Dipper. Traveling southeast, we 
continue on to the Otun-Quimbaya Sanctuary in search of the endemic and endangered Cauca Guan and for the 
best views in the world of Red-ruffed Fruitcrow, before returning to Bogota for flights home. 
 
This 15 day tour is accompanied by Andrew Haffenden, on his fifth journey to Colombia in seven years. As with all 
the tours Andrew accompanies he’ll be conducting spotlighting sorties at night for mammals and other nocturnal 
wildlife, as well as helping out with the birding. We have two expert English-fluent Colombian birding guides for the 
tour, one based in the north and the other from Manizales. Each stays with us the entire time we are in their 
region. This way we have regional experts who are up to date with the most active bird activity and in addition we 
have local guides in several areas for even more specific and “in the field yesterday” knowledge. 
 
Currently the tour is due to start on Saturday November 19 with arrival into Cartegena and depart from Bogota 
Saturday December 3. Although it is unlikely availability at a lodge may affect this; we should have this information 
as soon as we have minimum our numbers for the tour. 
 
 

 

Itinerary 
 
 
 
Day 1 – Saturday, Nov 19: Home City/Cartagena  

Fly from your home city to Cartagena. Located on the Caribbean coast of 
Colombia. There are direct flights from Atlanta, Tampa, Miami, New York 
and some other cities that arrive prior to 3pm, giving time for a late 
afternoon and evening stroll around the old walled city, where our hotel 
is located. Red-eye or late arriving flight are not recommended as we 
have an early start the next day, and arriving a day early is suggested. 
Few cities are as beautiful as the Cartagena’s old city, and by night it is 
possibly even more so. As different participants may want to spend more 
or less time exploring dinner is on your own to facilitate this. Naturally 
our hotel has a restaurant, and there are plenty of others to choose from. 
 

Day 2 – Sunday, Nov 20: Cartagena/Isla Salamanca National Park/Minca  
We will rise early and take a two hour drive to Isla Salamanca National Park, where we will bird the walkways 
through the mangroves in search of the critically endangered endemic Sapphire-bellied Hummingbird. Though 
sometimes considered to be a morph, race or even age stage of the more widespread Sapphire-throated 
Hummingbird (which we should see here), the IUCN and other authorities currently treat it separately. Two  
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hundred and fifty or fewer adult birds are thought to comprise the entire population, thinly distributed across 
Colombia’s north coast. Bicolored Conebill, Brown-throated Parakeet, Green-and-rufous Kingfisher, and Yellow-
chinned Spinetail among many others we expect to see here.  We will also have 
time to bird some wetlands in the area in search of Northern Screamer and 

other specialties.  After a morning of birding 
we will continue to Minca, stopping for 
Russet-throated Puffbird, rather surprisingly 
for a puffbird fond of sitting out in the open, 
even on telephone poles and wires. Minca is 
a quaint little town with a nice small 
guesthouse on the river, where we stay 
tonight. Along the way we’ll make a stop 
near the Santa Marta airport to search for 
the endemic Chestnut-winged Chachalaca (with a second chance if we miss it 
on our return from El Dorado). Located in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada de 

Santa Marta, Minca is a great location to bird for lower elevation species. We will arrive in town and visit some 
hummingbird feeders for lunch where Rufous-breasted Hermit, Black-throated Mango, Long-billed Starthroat and 
the near endemic Red-billed Emerald can be found. We will also have time to explore the surroundings in search of 
birds such as Black-backed Antshrike, Scaled Piculet, Swallow Tanager, Rufous-tailed Jacamar, Keel-billed Toucan, 
Masked Tityra, and Whooping Motmot. Overnight in Minca. 
 

Day 3 – Monday, Nov 21: Minca/El Dorado Bird Reserve             
This day will have us birding through a altitudinal gradient from 2000ft to over 6000ft, birding different elevations 
along the road to ProAves El Dorado Bird Reserve, the most famous in Colombia and a birding destination in its 
own right, where all but two of Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta’s more than twenty-two endemics can be found in 

the 2000 acre reserve. Plus, many other species as well, as Sierra 
Nevada de Santa Marta, while only the size of Connecticut, has as many 
birds as are resident in the entire US. Birding up the mountain should 
yield a large number of species, 
including Golden-winged Sparrow, 
Rosy Thrush-tanager, Rusty-
headed Spinetail, Ruddy Foliage-
gleaner, the recently described 
Santa Marta Foliage-gleaner, 
Rusty-breasted Antpitta, Santa 

Marta Tapaculo (always a bit tricky, it is a tapaculo after all), Black-backed 
Antshrike, the magnificently colored Blue-naped Chlorophonia, and the 
attractive Rufous-capped Warbler. El Dorado Lodge is a very comfortable 
place, with, naturally, hummer and fruit feeders placed strategically around, 
and kitchen scrap heaps also playing their role. As it is both an ecocenter and a lodge, there are often researchers 
staying, usually happy to share their knowledge. We’ll walk the trails and the road each night for nocturnal wildlife, 
both avian and mammalian. Several squirrel species, tree rats including one or perhaps two endemics, weasels and 
tayra are here, among others. As with our other lodges, there are usually a lot more mammals than are noted in 
this itinerary, including several cats from Puma through Ocelot to Jaguarundi, Tapir and others, but the chances of 
seeing these is slim, but certainly possible. Both Puma and Ocelot have been seen on the road to El Dorado by 
birders, so we’ll keep our fingers crossed. 
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Day 4 – Tuesday Nov 22: El Dorado Bird Reserve  
We will rise early and head up to higher elevations towards Cerro Kennedy in search of these endemics: Santa 
Marta Parakeet, Santa Marta Warbler, Santa Marta Mountain-tanager, Santa Marta Bush-tyrant and Brown-

rumped Tapaculo, among many other 
non or near-endemics.  We will have a 
picnic at high elevation with great 
views of the Sierra Nevada, weather 
permitting, and bird along the road on 
our way down, hoping to run into awe 
inspiring species such as Swallow 
Tanager, Groove-billed and Santa 
Marta Toucanets, Black-chested Jay, 
White-bellied Antbird and the near 
endemic White-tipped Quetzal. After 

dinner we will scout for the endemic and recently described Santa Marta Screech-
owl and whatever else we can find with the light. The road today will be rough, and 
our driving bumpy and slow. However the birds will certainly be worth it, and hopefully the view from about 
10,000ft looking out to and over the Caribbean Sea. Once again we’ll spotlight around the lodge and road for 
nocturnal wildlife. 

 

Day 5 – Wednesday, Nov 23: El Dorado Bird Reserve  
An easy day today with no vehicle time. After breakfast we will have time to enjoy the well-maintained fruit and 

hummer feeders at the lodge. Some 33 species of hummingbirds have been 
recorded in the reserve, and many of these visit the 
feeders, including the endemic White-tailed 
Starfrontlet, White-vented Plumeleteer, the endemic 
Santa Marta race of Long-tailed Hermit, Crowned 
Woodnymph, Santa Marta Woodstar and Sparkling 
Violetear. The bananas attract the endemic Santa 
Marta Brush-finch and also the endemic Santa Marta 
Brush-finch, and the many flowers in the garden 
attract White-sided and Black Flowerpiercer. Santa 
Marta Warbler is another endemic seen here. We will 
spend some time trying to see Santa Marta Antpitta, 
a skulker that will take some work. This day of birding will have many rewards, a 
special treat being the near endemic Black-fronted Wood-quail that visit lodge 
compost piles in the afternoon. 

  

Day 6 – Thursday, Nov 24: El Dorado Lodge/Santa Marta/Jardin 
We will spend the morning birding the road en route to the Santa Marta airport to catch 
our 1.25pm flight to Medellin, which takes just a little over an 
hour. From here we embark on a four hour drive to Jardin. If 
light and time permits (ie the flight is on time), we will stop in 
the Bolombolo area, visiting a unique canyon that the Cauca 
River has carved into the Andes Mountains. We will have the 
opportunity to explore the dry forest hoping to net some of 
Colombia’s most range-restricted species. Our main target will 
be the recently described Antioquia Wren, whilst taking 

advantage of the possibility of the endemic Apical Flycatcher and Grayish Piculet. 
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Day 7 – Friday, Nov 25: Jardin 
An early start today as we make our way up the mountain to look for the very pretty Yellow-eared Parrot today. 

This little-known species is severely threatened due to the disappearance 
of wax palms, in which they roost and nest. 
Wax palms are the national tree of Colombia, 
and are also an endangered species. As we 
look for the parrot we will also keep our eyes 
and ears out for White-capped Parrots, 
Rufous-chested Chat-Tyrant, Barred 
Fruiteater, Streak-throated Bush-Tyrant, 
Rufous-headed Pygmy-Tyrant, Handsome 
Flycatcher, Northern Mountain and Subtropical Cacique, Russet-backed 
Oropendola, Citrine Warbler and others. Other targets for the day will be 
Chestnut-crested Cotinga, Tanager Finch, and the endemic Red-bellied 

Grackle. We will spend tonight in Jardin. This afternoon we visit a Cock-of-the-Rock lek. 
 

Day 8 – Saturday, Nov 26: Jardin/Rio Blanco/Manizales 
After our early morning yesterday we have an easy day today, spending the morning trying to find any target 

species we missed including: Black-and-white Seedeaters, Striped Treehunter, Fork-
tailed Flycatcher, Tanager Finch, Clay-colored Thrush, 
and White-browed Spinetail. We will spend the 
afternoon driving to Manizales, enjoying the scenic 
vistas the coffee region of Colombia has to offer. We 
will keep our eyes out overhead for King Vulture, and 
arrive in Rio Blanco in time for some afternoon and 
evening birding, and perhaps Red Howler Monkey. 
Rio Blanco is not actually a river, at least not where 
we’ll be, but a reserve owned by Aguas de 
Manizales, the local water company. It is situated 
along an altitudinal gradient, thereby including a 
wide variety of ecosystems. A small caretaker’s house is now also a simple lodge, but 
we’ll stay in more comfortable lodgings about 20 minutes away. However food is 

available here for visitors, so we can eat dinners here, and lunch tomorrow. 
 
Day 9 – Sunday, Nov 27: Rio Blanco 
We can possibly observe five antpitta species at feeders located within a short hike from the lodge, including 

endemic and endangered Brown-banded, Bicolored, 
Chestnut-crowned, Chestnut-naped, and Slate-Crowned 
Antpittas, though Green and Black Fruiteater is likely. 
Other feeder visitors seldom seen include Slaty-backed 
Nightingale Thrush and Stripe-headed Brush-Finch.  
Additional species observed in surrounding areas of the 
lodge are endemic and endangered Rufous-fronted 
Parakeet, Rusty-faced Parrot, the very rare Masked 
Saltator and Ocellated Tapaculo, the most attractive 
Tapaculo out there. After dinner we can look for White-

throated Screech-owl, Lyre-tailed Nightjar, Rufous-bellied Nighthawk and Rufous-
banded Owl. 
 



                                                                                                                                                                                                                      

128 Mississippi St Dauphin Island AL 36528    <>    phone 251 861 2524 

ask_us@naturetravelspecialists.com 

Day 10 – Monday, Nov 28: Rio Blanco and drive to Los Nevados. Night at Termales del Ruiz. 
We will spend another morning birding the reserve, in search of many sought-after species that include Tyrannine 

Woodcreeper, Golden-fronted Whitestart, Dusky Piha, Lachrymose and 
Buff-breasted mountain-tanagers, the showy Grass-green and White-
capped Tanagers, Powerful Woodpecker, and the hard to see Ocellated, 
Blackish, and Spillman’s tapaculos. Other less common species that are 
possible are Black-billed Peppershrike, 
the handsome Plushcap, Mountain 
Cacique, and the endangered Golden-
plumed Parakeet. We will also visit the 
reserve’s several well-maintained 
hummingbird feeders that attract a 

great variety of hummingbirds.  We hope to see Tourmaline Sunangel, Wedge-
billed Hummingbird, Buff-tailed Coronet, Speckled Hummingbird, Bronzy and 
Collared Incas, Mountain Velvetbreast, the tiny, slow-flying White-bellied 

Woodstar, the almost unbelievable Sword-billed 
Hummingbird and the showy Long-tailed Sylph. 
We the spend the afternoon on a scenic drive up 
to our hot spring hotel in Los Nevados National 
Park, at about 11,500ft. Naturally we’ll bird along 
the way. Although the altitude is high, and we’ll 
explore even higher, both El Dorado and Jardin are at about 6000 ft, and Manizales is 
about 7000ft with Rio Blanco a few hundred feet higher, so we have had plenty of 
time to acclimate. For those who have visited Cusco, that city as about 11, 200ft up. 
However, and understandably given the recent history of Colombia, there’s no coca 
tea to be had at Los Nevados. If you are susceptible to altitude sickness you may wish 

to get Diamox from your doctor to bring along. But we’ll have plenty of water, and won’t be pushing any limits 
during our stay. 
 

Day 11 – Tuesday, Nov 29: Los Nevados National Park 
Today we explore Los Nevados National Park, located on the highest part of the Colombian central Andes.  We will 
wind through patches of forest that open up to Paramo, an ecosystem of tropical grasslands above the tree line, 
toward the picturesque 17,400-foot volcano Nevado del Ruiz.  The scenery in Paramo is magical and surreal, with 

velvety Frailejon plants adding to this 
effect.  Frailejon plants belong to the 
Espeletia genus and are endemic to 
Colombia, Venezuela, and Ecuador.  We 
will reach elevations up to 13,000ft, so it 
will be cold.  Here we hope to find 
species adapted to high elevations like 
the near endemic Buffy Helmetcrest and 
Rainbow-bearded Thornbill, both of 
which sometimes forage on the ground. 
Black-thighed Puffleg, Viridian Metaltail, Stout-billed Cinclodes, Brown-
backed Chat-Tyrant that often conspicuously perches at the top of 
shrubs, the beautiful Golden-crowned Tanager, the near endemic Black-

backed Bush-Tanager, and Glossy Flowerpiercer are also very highly probable.  We may also find a variety of 
seedeaters in the Paramo, including Plumbeous Sierra-Finch plus Paramo and Plain-colored Seedeaters. 
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 Although the Rufous-fronted Parakeet is a very rare and endangered endemic along we’ll look for it along a two-
kilometer stretch of road that passes through elfin forest, an ecosystem 
of dwarfed plants.  We also 
hope to spot the very tame 
Tawny Antpitta, a common 
inhabitant in this area.  We 
will stop at a nearby glacial 
lake, Laguna Negra, where 
we may find Many-striped 
Canastero, White-tailed 
Hawk, the rare Black-chested 
Buzzard-Eagle, Andean Tit-Spinetail, White-chinned Thistletail, Andean ( 
Ruddy) Duck, Andean Teal, Grass (Sedge) Wren, and Pale-naped Brush-
Finch. This will also be one of our best chances to see Andean Condor, if 

the weather cooperates.  
 

Day 12 – Wednesday, November 30: Los Nevados National Park/Otun Quimbaya 
We spend the morning birding near the lodge for any targets we may have missed then 

drive to the Otun-Quimbaya Flora and Fauna 
Sanctuary near the city of Pereira, which is 
operated by local people. As we approach the 
Sanctuary we’ll be combing the Otun River for 
pairs of the beautiful  Torrent Duck. As with other 
ducks it is sexually dimorphic, but many birders 
find it difficult to decide whether the male or the 
female is the most attractive. They are also very 

well-named, hopping rocks and boulders and swimming in very fast-moving streams. This 
evening and the next the light will come out at night for mammals and other nocturnal 
critters including Lemurine Owl Monkey, Kinkajou, perhaps Yapok and other possums, 
bats, owls and goatsuckers.  Daytime mammals include Crab-eating Fox, Mountain Coati and South American Coati, 
perhaps the rare Pacarana, and quite a few others. 
 

Day 13 – Thursday, Dec 1: Otun Quimbaya 
Those who wish to will rise predawn to look for the endemic Colombian Screech-Owl, and then after breakfast we 

continue birding at the 
Otun-Quimbaya Reserve 
right at the doorsteps of 
our hotel.  The Otun-
Quimbaya Reserve is a flora 
and fauna sanctuary 
located on the west slope 
of the Central Cordillera, 
and is home to the Wax 
Palm, the tallest palm in the 
world that grows up to 70 
meters (230 feet).  These 
palms, unlike most other 

species of palm, thrive at high altitudes and cool climates found here.  We will also be received by the sounds of 
Howler Monkeys and the endangered, endemic Cauca Guan, once believed to be extinct until rediscovery of a 
population in 1990. Otun-Quimbaya is also one of the best places in the world to observe Red-ruffed Fruitcrow.   
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We continue to search for endemics – Chestnut Wood-Quail, the recently described Stiles’s Tapaculo – and near 
endemics, like Moustached Antpitta, the handsome Rufous-breasted Flycatcher, 
and bright-colored Golden-fronted Whitestart.  Other 
impressive birds we hope to find include Three-striped 
and Russet-crowned Warblers, Masked Trogon, Green 
Jay, Highland Motmot, Golden and Emerald-green 
Tanagers, Blue-naped Chlorophonia, and Orange-bellied 
Euphonia.  Black-billed Mountain-Toucan, Chestnut-
breasted Wren, Plumbeous-crowned Tyrannulet, Marble-
faced and Variegated bristle-tyrants, and Glossy and 
Masked Flowerpiercers should also be part of our time here, and of course 
hummingbirds, including the widespread but very variable White-naped Jacobin. 

The Colombian bird is very different to those seen further north. Paraque are usually on the lawn in the evening. 
 

Day 14 – Friday, Dec 2: Otun Quimbaya/Pereira/Bogota  
We spend the day at Otun continuing our birding and mammaling, during which the wonderful Multi-colored 

Tanager will be one of our targets. We 
should see Collared Trogon, Grayish-
throated Toucanet, Southern Lapwing, 
the delightful Bay-headed Tanager, 
Bronzy Inca, Rusty Flower-piercer and 
hopefully Golden-headed Quetzal and 
It’s also worth keeping a watch for one 
of the colorful local buses that 
transport people to the local villages. 

Eventually we drive to Pereira for our flight to Bogota, where we overnight at a hotel near the airport.  
  

Day 15 – Saturday, Dec 3: Depart from Bogota 
Transfer to the airport this morning for our flights home. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo of Cartagena from Wikimedia Commons Public Domain. All other photos by Christopher Calonje and Andrew Haffenden 
while on tours. 
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The pace of the tour is “busily relaxed.” We’re out and about pretty much all the time, with some siesta and break 
times at lodges such as El Dorado in Santa Marta and Los Nevados, and during our time at Rio Blanco and Otun-
Quimbaya. For many this will be personal hummer watching and photographing looking for butterflies, plants, or 
more birds or mammals. There will be a couple of very early mornings, so we can be in the appropriate place at the 
best time in the morning. Some days we are pretty busy all day, and on a couple of days we have longish drives of 
several hours. Naturally we’ll have breaks along the way for both rest stops and birding. Apart from the Amazon 
and llanos regions Colombia is an Andean country, so we will be spending much of our time at altitude, mostly 
between 5500 and 7000ft, though our lodge at Los Nevados is around 11,000 to 13,000 feet and we spend part of 
one day around 8000ft at El Dorado. However, we are working out way slowly to the highest altitudes, allowing us 
to acclimate. Other than at Isla Salamanca temperatures should be mild throughout, though cold at Los Nevados 
and when we go up the mountain at El Dorado. We expect to see some rain at any of the places we visit, though 
the our touring time is well down the descent into the drier season. Walking will generally be easy, though at El 
Dorado especially the main areas we bird can be muddy and rutted. Our 4WD travel up the mountain from the 
lodge is very rough, and slow, so expect to get shaken around a bit. Those with back issues may want to sit the half 
day trip out and enjoy the birds around the lodge. 
 
Included in tour cost 

 all meals from breakfast Day 2 to breakfast on departure day (some flights may be too early to take 
advantage of this) including one soft drink or beer with lunch and dinner, and snacks and water along the 
way.  

 All lodging in 4 star or best available hotels and lodges 

 Internal flights Santa Marta – Medellin and Pereira – Bogota 

 Transfers on arrival and departure and all internal transport when on group itinerary 

 Accompanying US leader and Expert Birding Tour Leader throughout tour, plus local guides 
 
Not Included 

 International flights 

 Airport transfers when not on group itinerary 

 Items of a personal nature such as non-included drinks, laundry, snacks, phone calls etc 

 Tips for leaders 
 

 
Cartegena is a beautiful city, founded in 1533, just 18 years after the first continuously inhabited European city in 
South America was founded (Cumana, Venezuela). However, it is often considered the oldest city in the Americas 
as the original inhabitants first settled there in 4000BC. Regardless, there are still buildings and plazas dating back 
to the mid-16th Century, with the Church of Santo Domingo dating from 1551. For those interested in Colonial cities 
our time in Cartegena may not be long enough to really get to see this walled city, and it is recommended that you 
fly in a day early. Others may wish to do the same thing in case their flight is cancelled or missed, as the next 
morning the group will be heading out early. We are happy to arrange the extra night at our hotel (in the old city) 
and transfers, and guiding if you wish, if you do choose to fly in early. Like virtually everywhere else in Colombia, it 
is quite safe to walk about in Cartegena, including at night 
 
Most flights depart Bogota in the morning, they there are a few red-eyes. For this reason an overnight in Bogota at 
the end of the tour is required, unless you prefer flying back at 1am or so. For those with more time Bogota has an 
interesting colonial downtown, La Candelaria, with several good museums; the gold and emerald one being one of 
these. The gallery created when Colombia’s most famous artist, Fernando Botera, donated over 200 works of art 
mostly his own work but with over 80 pieces by other well-known international artists including Monet, Degas, 
Pissaro, Picasso and others. Entry is free and includes an informative guided tour. 


