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  Outline itinerary 

Day 1 Fly Bogota 

Day 2 Bogota city Birding. Fly Riohacha. 

Day 3 La Guajira, Camarones; drive Minca 

Day 4 Minca, lower slopes of Sierra Nevada 

Day 5/7 El Dorado, Sierra Nevada 

Day 8 Drive Barranquilla 

Day 9 Isla Salamanca, fly Bogota, depart 

Day 10 Arrive London 

Departs 

UK winter months. See website for details 

Focus   

Birds 

Grading 

A. Day walks only 

Dates and Prices 

See website (tour code COL01)  

 

 

El Dorado Lodge 

Santa Marta Mountain Tanager 

Santa Marta mountains 
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Introduction 

 

Colombia, with almost 1,900 recorded species at the last count, including around 80 endemics, is 

the undisputed number one country on the planet for bird diversity. However, whilst ecotourism 

flourished in neighbouring Panama, Ecuador, Venezuela, Brazil and Peru during the 1990s and 

2000s, Colombia remained in the doldrums, waiting patiently for the chance to reveal its wonderful 

landscapes, birds and people to the world once more. We’re delighted to be back after a long 

absence! 

 

This tour begins in Bogota, where we spend a day targeting some of the special birds of the city’s 

parks. Next we fly north to the humid Caribbean coastline and Riohacha, from where we drive the 

short distance to the arid Guajira Peninsula for a whole suite of specialities, including Vermilion 

Cardinal, Tocuyo Sparrow, Buffy Hummingbird, Orinocan Saltator, Chestnut Piculet, Pileated Finch, 

White-whiskered Spinetail, Rufous-vented Chachalaca and Glaucous Tanager. Then we drive up to 

ProAves El Dorado Reserve and the El Dorado Lodge, a birders’ paradise nestled on the San Lorenzo 

ridge in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, the loftiest coastal mountain range on earth. The well-

appointed and spectacularly-located lodge is expensive, but worth it, offering easy access to a suite 

of endemic birds, Caribbean sunsets in one direction and awe-inspiring snow-capped mountains in 

the other. Indeed, our morning high up on San Lorenzo ridge with the sun rising over Colombia’s 

highest peak and with a Santa Marta Brushfinch taking crumbs from our breakfast table, will live 

long in the memory!  

 

The coffee is splendid, and our hosts are extraordinarily welcoming and charming, and also 

extremely proud of their natural heritage. The food is very good. The roads are rough in parts. The 

habitats are diverse and largely in pristine condition. The birding is out of this world. Come and join 

us on one, or both, of our two new birding tours to Colombia. 

Itinerary 

Please note that the itinerary below offers our planned programme of excursions.  However, adverse 

weather & other local considerations can necessitate some re-ordering of the programme during 

the course of the tour, though this will always be done to maximise best use of the time and weather 

conditions available.   

Day 1  Fly Bogota 

We leave London Heathrow in the evening on a direct overnight scheduled flight to the Colombian 

capital Bogota.  

Day 2 Bogota/La Florida/fly Riohacha 



Colombia – Santa Marta Endemics Tour Itinerary 

 

© Naturetrek      3 

 
 

 

 

Arriving in Bogota in the early morning local time, we will clear passport control and have a couple 

of hours to wait for the first rays of daylight.   

 

Just a few kilometres north from the international airport lies Parque La Florida, a small municipal 

park in the Sabana de Bogotá, a broad, flat and high elevation inter-andean tableland lying at 8,600 

feet. The park contains a variety of habitats with the two key attractions being two Colombian 

endemics: Bogotá Rail and Apolinar’s Wren. Neither is easy, but with some luck we should see both 

species. The marshy areas also hold Spot-flanked Gallinule, Pied-billed Grebe, Sora (northern 

winter) and American Coot. Varying numbers of waterfowl can also be present including Blue-

winged Teal and Ruddy Duck (a resident Andean subspecies with all black head). Other common 

species in the park include the near-endemic Rufous-browed Conebill, Grassland Yellow-Finch, 

Sparkling Violetear, Brown-bellied Swallow, Great Thrush, Black Flowerpiercer, Yellow-hooded 

Blackbird, Eastern Meadowlark, and the ubiquitous Rufous-collared Sparrow. Subtropical Doraditos 

live in the tall sedges, but can be difficult to see. Finally we’ll look for Yellow- backed Oriole and the 

endemic Silvery-throated Spinetail which can usually can be found in brushy areas or in tall 

eucalyptus trees. 

 

Later on, we have a short drive back to the airport where we’ll check in for our flight north to the 

Caribbean coastline at Riohacha. Once clear of the airport we have a short drive to a comfortable 

hotel for the night. 

Day 3 Camarones 

Our focus today will be the special birds of the 

tropical dry forest of the Guajira peninsula to 

the south-west of Riohacha. As we’re close to 

the coast, we will also see Magnificent 

Frigatebirds, Brown Pelicans and many gulls, 

terns and waders. We’ll be hosted today by the 

friendly Wayuu people – the American Indian 

ethnic group of the Guajira Peninsula of 

Colombia and Venezuela.  

 

The true arid country specialties of the 

Caribbean coast and Guajira peninsula include 

the stunning little White-whiskered and the attractive Vermilion Cardinal with its impressive pointed 

crest. Other targets in the dry scrub around the saline lagoons are Bare-eyed Pigeon; Common and 

Ruddy Ground-doves; Brown-throated and Blue-crowned Parakeet; Green-rumped Parrotlet; Red-

Wayuu boy 
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billed Emerald; Buffy Hummingbird; 

Rufous-tailed Jacamar; Blue-crowned 

Motmot; Russet-throated Puffbird; 

Chestnut Piculet (another gorgeous 

little bird and always a favourite); Pale-

breasted Spinetail; Black-crested 

Antshrike; White-fringed Antwren 

(northern race); Northern Scrub-

Flycatcher; Southern Beardless-

Tyrannulet; Slender-billed Tyrannulet; 

Pale-eyed Pygmy-Tyrant; Pearly-vented 

Tody-Tyrant; Vermilion Flycatcher; 

Brown-crested Flycatcher; Glaucous 

Tanager; Tocuyo Sparrow (a top bird if we can find it – it’s a 

real skulker); Pileated Finch; Grayish, Buff-throated and 

Orinocan Saltators; Saffron Finch and Yellow Oriole.  

 

After a hot but rewarding few hours we’ll drive the two and a half hours or so south-west along the 

coast to Santa Marta, with a stop or two en route, before heading up to Minca in the foothills of 

the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta at 2,000 feet in altitude – just enough to take the edge off the 

coastal heat. Dinner will be at a lovely little restaurant a short walk from the hotel.  

Day 4  Minca 

Dawn today will see us out on the hotel balcony overlooking unbroken forest and with the 

hummingbird feeders buzzing with activity and attracting a variety of species including Rufous-

breasted Hermit, Steely-vented and Rufous-tailed Hummingbirds, Black-throated Mango, White-

necked Jacobin and White-vented Plumeleteer. Feeding tables stocked with fruit will also be 

attracting several species of tanagers, thrushes and other birds.  

 

Scarlet Ibis 

Russet-throated Puffbird 
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After breakfast on the balcony, we have a full 

day to gently bird the lower slopes of the 

mountains. Amongst a long list of possible 

species are Red-billed Parrot; White-tipped 

Dove; White-collared and Chestnut-collared 

Swifts; Collared Araçari; Keel-billed Toucan; 

Golden-olive, Lineated and Crimson-crested 

Woodpeckers; Santa Marta Foliage-gleaner 

(endemic); Black-backed Antshrike; Long-

tailed Antbird; Santa Marta Tapaculo 

(endemic); Greenish and Forest Elaenias; 

Yellow-olive and Yellow-breasted (Ochre-

faced) Flycatchers; Ochre-bellied Flycatcher; Common and Slate- headed Tody-flycatchers; Social 

and Piratic Flycatchers; Cinereous, Cinnamon and White-winged Becards; Masked Tityra; Rufous-

breasted and Rufous-and-white Wren; Gray-breasted Wood-Wren; Yellow-legged, Black-hooded, 

Pale-breasted, and Black-billed thrush; Black-chested Jay; Scrub and Golden-fronted Greenlets; 

Brown-capped Vireo; Red-legged and Purple Honeycreepers; Blue Dacnis; Rusty Flowerpiercer; Bay-

headed, Black-headed, Black-capped, Blue-gray, Palm, White-lined and Crimson-rumped Tanagers; 

Streaked and Grayish Saltators; Golden-winged Sparrow; Santa Marta Brush-Finch (endemic); 

Yellow-bellied Seedeater; Yellow-backed Oriole; Crested Oropendola; and Thick-billed Euphonia. 

We should also see a good number of North American breeding migrants including Swainson’s 

Thrush; Yellow-throated Vireo; Black-and-white, Tennessee, Golden-winged, Cerulean and 

Blackburnian Warblers. 

 

We spend a second night at Minca. 

Day 5-7  El Dorado Lodge 

We transfer to rugged land cruisers this morning 

for the ride 4,000 feet up the mountain to the 

San Lorenzo Ridge, upon which perches the 

wonderful Proaves El Dorado Lodge. The road is 

extremely rough in parts, requiring skilled 

driving and a painstakingly slow pace; the 

journey will take the whole morning, with birding 

stops en route.  

 

Minca balcony 

El Dorado Lodge 
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The Santa Marta Mountains harbor some twenty species of 

endemic birds, the highest concentration of endemics in such a 

small area, of any locality in Colombia. Because of the large 

number of endemic birds, this area is of special interest to 

birders and naturalists. Most of this awe-inspiring mountain 

range is inaccessible but the new lodge, located at about 6,500 

feet elevation, has made this one of the top birding sites in the 

tropical Americas. All but two or three of the endemics can be 

seen along the road leading up to the lodge and beyond, where 

the road finally ends at a communication facility at 9,600 feet. 

The views from the lodge are simply spectacular, with stunning 

sunsets and humid montane forest spreading away in all 

directions.  and a view of the Caribbean spread (even the city of 

Barranquilla) some sixty miles away.  

We will ascend the ridge by 4WD on one morning. This will, given clear weather, afford stunning 

views of Colombia’s highest peak, Pico Cristobal Colon.  

 

The Colombian organization ProAves has purchased 

about 680 hectares of forest near the lodge and much 

of the rest of this area is national park. A few endemics 

can be seen right around the lodge and the remainder 

occur in the cool damp forests and roadside vegetation 

either well above or below the lodge. During our time 

here we’ll be looking for Santa Marta Parakeet; White-

tailed Starfrontlet; Santa Marta Woodstar (proposed 

split from Gorgeted Woodstar); Black-backed Thornbill; Rusty-headed Spinetail; Santa Marta 

Antpitta; Santa Marta Tapaculo (high elevations); Brown-rumped Tapaculo (lower elevations); Santa 

Marta Bush-Tyrant; Yellow-crowned Redstart; White-lored Warbler; Santa Marta Warbler; Santa 

Marta Mountain-Tanager; and Santa Marta 

Brush-Finch. The local subspecies of Ruddy 

Foliage-gleaner is now separated as the 

endemic Santa Marta Foliage-gleaner, and a 

screech-owl also is soon to be described as 

the endemic Santa Marta Screech-Owl. This 

usually roosts near to the lodge. Two 

additional species, Streak-capped Spinetail, 

and Coppery Emerald, are both essentially 

endemics, although they have been reported 

very locally in Venezuela and the Santa Marta 

Mountains remain the only practical place to see either species. Another species, the Blossomcrown, 

while not endemic to the Santa Marta Mountains, is a Colombian endemic, being found elsewhere 

Black-backed Thornbill 

White-lored Warbler 

Santa Marta Brush Finch 
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only in the state of Tolima. It can be awkward to locate but is sometimes in flower patches along 

the roadside.  

 

In addition to the endemics, we will spend our 

time here looking for many other interesting 

birds (many of them endemic subspecies) such as 

White-rumped Hawk, Band-tailed Guan, Sickle-

winged Guan, Black-fronted Wood-Quail 

(sometimes coming to feed on the lodge 

comport heap), Band-tailed Pigeon, Scarlet-

fronted and Barred Parakeet, Red-billed Parrot, 

White-tipped Quetzal, Masked Trogon, Golden-

olive Woodpecker, Yellow-billed (Groove-billed) 

Toucanet, Spotted Barbtail, Streaked Xenops, 

Gray-throated Leaftosser, Strong-billed Woodcreeper, Rusty-breasted Antpitta, Rufous Antpitta, 

Mountain Elaenia, Black-capped Tyrannulet, Venezuelan and White-throated Tyrannulet, Olive-

striped Flycatcher,  Black-throated  Tody-Tyrant,  Cinnamon  Flycatcher,  Yellow-bellied  Chat-

Tyrant,  Golden-breasted Fruiteater, Gray-breasted Wood-Wren (two endemic subspecies, one at 

high elevation, another lower), Orange-billed and Slaty-backed Nightingale-thrush, Great Thrush, 

Yellow-legged Thrush, Black-hooded Thrush, Slate-throated Redstart, Three-striped Warbler, 

White-sided Flowerpiercer, Blue-capped Tanager, Blue-naped Chlorophonia, Sierra Nevada Brush-

Finch (a recent split from Strip-headed Brush-Finch), and Páramo Seedeater.  

 

We spend three nights at this wonderful location, and it will be hard to leave! 

Day 8  Barranquilla 

One more early morning at El Dorado today to 

target any species not yet seen, or perhaps to 

revisit a favourite location. At leisure, we’ll begin 

moving down the mountain through the coffee 

zone and towards Minca. Birds found at lower 

elevations in the coffee zone and foothills of the 

Santa Marta Mountains will be the focus of our 

activities once again, picking up species missed 

on day 4. This is a particularly diverse area for 

birds and by descending through several 

elevational zones beginning with our lodge at 

6,500 feet and eventually ending in the arid scrub zone in the foothills, we are likely to amass an 

impressive list. The last hour and a half’s drive takes us on to the bustling coastal city of Barranquilla, 

where we overnight in a comfortable hotel. 

Blue-naped Chlorophonia 

Scaled Piculet 
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Day 9  Isla Salamanca/Barranquilla/Bogota 

Isla Salamanca National Park is just under an hours’ from the city of Barranquilla and is a designated 

Important Bird Area as well as a RAMSAR site. It consists of several lagoons, wetlands and well 

preserved mangroves. The lightly-traveled ‘Km4’ road bisects a series of pastures and flooded fields 

that are superb for birding. Target species in the park include Sapphire-throated Hummingbird, 

Sapphire-bellied Hummingbird, Red-rumped Woodpecker, Bicolored Conebill, Green-and-rufous 

Kingfisher, Yellow-chinned Spinetail, Northern Screamer, Russet-throated Puffbird, Bicolored Wren, 

Stripe-backed Wren and Dwarf Cuckoo. In the afternoon we’ll make our way to Barranquilla airport 

from where we fly to Bogota with time to connect with our evening departure back to Heathrow. 

Day 10 UK 

We’re due to land at lunchtime. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tour Grading 

Grade A - This holiday is a dedicated birding tour, suiting those with an adventurous spirit and a 

willingness to get up early and off the beaten track. On this tour most walking is relatively easy and 

downhill as much as possible. However, one or two sites may require some slow- paced uphill 

walking on a relatively narrow road, where there is little or no traffic. The most significant factors 

are the heat and humidity at Camarones, and the very rough roads up into the Sierra Nevada, which 

won’t sit well with those with bad backs (for example). Our drivers are very careful and slow however. 

Food & accommodation included in the price 

All accommodation and meals are included, except any meal required in Bogota airport before 

departure on day 9. We also include bottled water. 

Extra expenses 

Please note that we do not include the following in the cost of this holiday: all items of a more 

personal nature such as alcoholic drinks, laundry and souvenirs. 
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How to book your place 

In order to book your place on this holiday, please give us a call on 01962 733051 with a credit or 

debit card, book online at www.naturetrek.co.uk, or alternatively complete and post the booking 

form at the back of our main Naturetrek brochure, together with a deposit of 20% of the holiday 

cost plus any room supplements if required. If you do not have a copy of the brochure, please call 

us on 01962 733051 or request one via our website. Please stipulate any special requirements, for 

example extension requests or connecting/regional flights, at the time of booking. 

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures 

and new dates, tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/

