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Introduction

Costa Rica is home to more than 500,000 species of wildlife (over 300,000 of which 
are insects) ς ǘƘŀǘΩǎ an amazing 5% of the total known species worldwide! This 
includes 1200+ butterflies, 600+ residential birds, 200+ migrant birds, 250 mammals, 
150 frogs and 120 snakes. Over 25% of the land mass is protected for wildlife, with a 
huge variety of habitats including tropical rainforest, high altitude cloud forest, dry 
deciduous forest, mangrove swamps, grasslands and Caribbean Sea and Pacific Ocean 
coastlines. No wonder then that Costa Rica is on most wildlife-lovers Ψ.ǳŎƪŜǘ [ƛǎǘΩ.

This was our first Bargain Birding Club trip to Costa Rica. Special thanks must go to 
Arturo at our UK-based booking agent, for all his support arranging and confirming 
our accommodation bookings and transfers, in partnership with local ground agents in 
Costa Rica. Our 2-week itinerary was action-packed to help us maximise our time in 
the field. Birds were the main focus of our trip, (and we saw over 300 species), but we 
also took time to observe all forms of wildlife in this special place. Weather-wise, we 
were very fortunate and missed the torrential downpours and localised flooding that 
had occurred in the weeks immediately prior to our arrival. 

Our schedule began in the capital San Jose and then followed an anti-clockwise route 
around central and northern Costa Rica with stops at Turrialba Valley (1 night). 
Sarapiqui (2 nights), Tortuguero (2 nights), Arenal (2 nights), Cano Negro (2 nights), 
Gulf of Nicoya (1 night), Villa Lapas (1 night) and Savegre Cloud Forest (3 nights).
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Day 1 - Tuesday 12 Nov. 2024: Gatwick to San Jose, transfer to Turrialba

Our group of 7 Bargain Birders (4 first time visitors to Costa Rica) boarded the 11am 
British Airways plane from London Gatwick and settled down for the 12-hour trans- 
Atlantic flight. With a 6-hour time difference, we landed at San Jose Airport at 5pm 
local time. We quickly made our way through passport control, border security and 
baggage collection without any delay and were greeted by our local ground agent. 
Feral Pigeon and Great-tailed Grackle gathered on the airport roof as the sun set.

Eddie was our driver for our 4-hour private transfer to Rancho Naturalista Lodge. We 
arrived just before 9pm and flushed a Common Pauraque nightjar from the approach 
track to the hotel. We checked in and retired to our rooms for an early night in 
preparation for an early start in the morning.

Day 2 ς Wednesday 13 Nov. 2024: Turrialba Valley and transfer to Sarapiqui

We began the day with a 5.30am alarm call and gathered for coffee on the observation 
deck overlooking the feeders. It was a sensory overload as Rufous-tailed 
Hummingbird, Brown Jay, Bananaquit, [ŜǎǎƻƴΩǎ (Blue-crowned) Motmot , Grey-
headed Chachalaca, Clay-coloured Thrush, {ǿŀƛƴǎƻƴΩǎ Thrush and Red-billed Pigeon 
were the first birds to enter our notebooks just as dawn was breaking.

We were joined by our guide Fabienne at 6am sharp and barely had time to catch our 
breath over the next 60 minutes as we ticked off White-necked Jacobin, Crowned 
Woodnymph, Green-breasted Mango, Blue-throated Goldentail, Stripe-throated 
Hermit and Bronze-tailed Plumeleteer hummingbirds plus Summer Tanager, Golden-
hooded Tanager, tŀǎǎŜǊƛƴƛΩǎ Scarlet-rumped Tanager, Brown-hooded Parrot, Orange-
billed Sparrow, Black-striped Sparrow, Yellow-faced Grassquit, aƻƴǘŜȊǳƳŀΩǎ 
Oropendola, Variable Seedeater, Chestnut-sided Warbler, Tennessee Warbler, 
Philadelphia Vireo, Melodious Blackbird, White-winged Dove, Social Flycatcher and 
Grey-headed Kite in quick succession. We also kick-started our mammal list with 
Central American Agouti, Red-tailed Squirrel and Variegated Squirrel.

We set off at 7am on a walk into Turrialba Valley. Every bush and tree was full of birds. 
Into the notebook went Keel-billed Toucan, Collared Aracari, Gartered Trogon, 
Squirrel Cuckoo, ²ƛƭǎƻƴΩǎ Warbler, White-crowned Parrot, White-collared Manakin, 
Ochre-bellied Flycatcher, Yellow-olive Flycatcher, Dusky-capped Flycatcher, Mistletoe 
Flycatcher, Tropical Kingbird, Tropical Parula, Eastern Wood Pewee, Olive-backed 
Euphonia, Yellow-bellied Elaenia, Baltimore Oriole, Masked Tityra, Streak-headed 
Woodcreeper, Grey-headed Tanager, Blue-Grey Tanager and Bay-headed Tanager. 
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Blue-throated Goldentail

aƻƴǘŜȊǳƳŀΩǎ hǊƻǇŜƴŘƻƭŀ

Yellow-Olive Flycatcher
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We also added 4 new ΨƘǳƳƳŜǊǎΩ - Snowcap, Garden Emerald, Green Thorntail and 
Violet Sabrewing, all frantically feeding on tropical flowers. Overhead we had fly-bys 
of Yellow-headed Caracara, Turkey Vulture, Black Vulture and a Short-tailed Hawk.            
Blue-and-White Swallow and Southern Rough-winged Swallow perched in a tree.

We retraced our route back to the hotel for breakfast at 9.30am on the observation 
deck, in awe with what we had seen so far.

At 10.30am we regrouped and boarded the minibus down the valley to Payutis 
village. From a small bridge spanning the River Tuis next to a sugar-cane farm, we had 
good views of Torrent Tyranulet, Yellow-throated Euphonia, Golden-winged Warbler, 
Black Phoebe, Palm Tanager, Rufous-collared Sparrow and House Wren. Our guide 
also picked out a splendid Fasciated Tiger Heron, sitting quietly in a tree. 

We moved further down the river valley and stopped at a second bridge where an 
even more impressive Sunbittern was stood preening in the shallows. This is a ΨƳǳǎǘ-
ǎŜŜΩ bird on ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ wish-list so we were delighted to have prolonged views. As we 
watched the Sunbittern, we also noted Green Heron and Spotted Sandpiper.

At 12.30am with tummies rumbling, we drove the short distance back up the valley to 
the lodge for dinner on the observation deck overlooking the garden feeders. 

At 2pm we re-grouped for a guided walk with Fabienne down the lodge approach 
track, through the forest and out into a sheep-grazing pasture . New birds added were 
White-tipped Dove, Cocoa Woodcreeper, White-throated Thrush, Red-throated Ant 
Tanager, Crimson-fronted Parakeet, Cattle Egret, Yellow-crowned Euphonia, Black-
and-White Warbler, Slaty-capped Flycatcher, Black-headed Tody Flycatcher and Buff-
throated Saltator.

The highlight of this ŀŦǘŜǊƴƻƻƴΩǎ walk though ǿŀǎƴΩǘ a bird at all. We were lucky 
enough to come across a sibling group of four Nine-banded Armadillos foraging out in 
the open without a care in the world. We stood just metres away as their Ψ/ƭŀƴƎŜǊ-
ƭƛƪŜΩ noses probed the soil, and their razor-sharp claws dug for bugs and grubs.

At 5pm it was time to check-out and take our private minibus transfer to Hacienda La 
Isla Lodge, close to Sarapiqui. We arrived 2.5 hours later just after 7.30pm. 

Dinner and drinks provided the perfect opportunity to reflect on our magical first full 
day in Costa Rica which had produced 87 birds and 4 mammals. We retired to bed at 
9pm with huge smiles on our faces J.
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Nine-banded Armadillo


