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TRAVEL ITINERARY

Eastern Andes
Birding Trail
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Masked Saltator. Photo: Dorian Anderson.
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The largest of Colombia’s mountain 
ranges includes some of South 
America’s newest and least-explored 
birding hotspots. Sheltering within this 
breathtaking mosaic of cloud forests, 
páramo, wetlands and subtropical 
woodlands are 955 birds including 
some of the world’s most sought-after 
species.

Considering Colombia’s birdwatching 
potential and the pressing need 
for conservation, the National 
Audubon Society has partnered 
with the government of Colombia 
to promote bird tourism as a 
means of encouraging sustainable 
development. Audubon is working 
in the Eastern Andes with local 
landowners to develop new 
destinations in the recently stabilized 
country and has trained 175 local 
people to serve as birding guides 
and conservation stewards through 
launching agreements to promote 
conservation and habitat restoration 
within their territories. Investing in 
the communities through tourism 
creates economic opportunities that 
promotes lasting incentives to help 
support the conservation of wildlife 
and ecosystems in 400,000 acres of
protected habitats.

Audubon has designed a number 
of exciting birding itineraries, each 
featuring a unique region of the 
country. Birders and tour operators 
can follow these routes exactly, or 
use them as starting points to design 
individually tailored Colombian 
excursions. 

This 15-day East Andes Birding  Route, 
the fourth in the Audubon series, 
explores the departments of Boyacá, 
Cundinamarca, Tolima, and Huila. 
After arriving in Bogotá, the nation’s 
vibrant capital, we’ll search the lush, 
mid-elevation habitats immediately 

Blue-winged Mountain-Tanager. Photo: Dorian Anderson.

west of the city for guans, spinetails, 
and tanagers. Dropping into the 
Magdalena Valley, we’ll venture 
into beautiful dry forests hosting 
puffbirds, jacamars, and antbirds. 
We’ll briefly sample the Central Andes 
above Ibagué, where cloud forests 
support hummingbirds, antpittas, 
and mountain-tanagers. Returning to 
the Eastern Andes, we’ll explore the 
Amazonian Slope at Santa María for 
parakeets, aracaris, and other basin 
birds. 

The trip concludes on the Andean 
páramo, a beautiful, high-elevation 
ecosystem that must be experienced 
to be believed. If we’re lucky, we’ll 
find the endemic Green-bearded 
Helmetcrest, a signature bird for the 
habitat. For those wanting more than 

what the 15-day core itinerary can fit, 
we offer a six-day Huila extension and 
two side excursions to explore farther-
flung corners of Boyacá. With a 
potential for spending up to a month 
in the Eastern Andes, this itinerary has 
something for everyone! 
Though designed mostly around 
birdwatching, this itinerary also offers 
a wonderful sample of Colombian 
landscapes, people, and culture. The 
route won’t overwhelm first time 
visitors, and there will be plenty of 
new birds and sights for birders who 
have visited other parts of the country. 
Join us and experience the Eastern 
Andes, where you’ll see hundreds of 
amazing birds, and become an active 
participant in a valuable conservation 
project! 
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Detailed Itinerary
DAY 1 - ARRIVAL IN BOGOTÁ, AFTERNOON 
AT BOGOTÁ BOTANICAL GARDENS, NIGHT IN 
BOGOTÁ
Travelers should arrange to arrive in Bogotá in the morning. 
Once everyone has arrived and collected luggage, we’ll 
depart the airport and make a short stop at the Bogotá 
Botanical Garden for some introductory birding. People will 
be tired, so we’ll retire to the hotel after a short walk. Most 
of the afternoon will be dedicated to rest and recovery, and 
we’ll reconvene for dinner. After dinner, we’ll head to bed in 
anticipation of an early start the next morning. 

DAY 2 - MOST OF DAY AT CHICAQUE, LATE 
AFTERNOON AND NIGHT IN MELGAR OR 
GIRARDOT
Just an hour southeast of the hotel, we’ll arrive at 
Chicaque Natural Park, a habitat so beautifully rugged and 
undisturbed we’ll feel like we’ve been transported to the 
Jurassic Period. After a quick stop at the summit restaurant 
(2,600 meters, 8,500 feet) to check the hummingbird 
feeders for the Golden-bellied Starfrontlet and Glowing 
Puffleg, we’ll begin our descent into the heart of the park 
along a stone road so steep that you’ll wonder how we’ll 
make it out afterwards. Have no fear, off-road vehicles 
will return us to the top later! Absolved of transportation 
worry, we’ll enjoy searching for the Andean Guan, Lined 
Quail-Dove, Southern Emerald Toucanet, Smoky-brown 
Woodpecker, Strong-billed Woodcreeper, Brown-billed 
Scythebill, Rufous Spinetail, Whiskered Wren, Flavescent 
Flycatcher, Moustached Brushfinch, Capped Conebill 
and Scarlet-bellied Mountain-Tanager. With 400 species 
recorded in the park, there will no shortage of possibilities.

Chicaque’s birds are rivaled only by its scenery, and we’ll 
bask in awe of the cliffs overhead as we continue our 
descent toward the lodge at the reserve’s bottom. A series 
of trails radiate from that point, and we’ll explore some 
before catching the Jeep for a fun and bumpy ride back 
to the top. Departing Chicaque, we’ll drive to Melgar or 
Girardot for the night. For those enamored with Chicaque, 
it’s possible to spend a night or two at the lodge before 
continuing. There are better lodging options for tours, but 
adventurous individuals will find Chicaque’s basic rooms 
lots of fun.

DAY 3 - MORNING AT MANÁ DULCE, 
AFTERNOON DRIVE TO CENTRAL ANDES, 
NIGHT AT HOTEL IGUAIMA
We’ll make a very early start and lose elevation as we 
head west to reach Reserva Natural Maná Dulce as close 
to sunrise as possible. Situated at just 400 meters of 
elevation (1,300 feet), the dry forest habitat will present 
a completely new complement of birds. Wandering the 
reserve’s lovely network of trails, we’ll look for the Greater 
Ani, Barred Puffbird, Rufous-tailed Jacamar, White-fringed 
Antwren, White-bellied Antbird, Sepia-capped Flycatcher, 
Apical Flycatcher (endemic), White-eared Conebill, Velvet-
fronted Euphonia, Pileated Finch, and many others. The 
arid landscape heats up very quickly, so we’ll bird as hard 
as possible before the heat drives us out. Afterwards, 
we’ll have lunch and start the drive across the Magdalena 
Valley and into the Central Andes for a two-day sample of 
the birds in that range. Hotel Iguaima will be our base of 
operations, and we’ll spend a bit of time feeder-watching 
and exploring the beautiful grounds when we arrive. 

Masked Saltator. Photo: Dorian Anderson.
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For those traveling with six people or fewer, an overnight 
at Finca Los Cactos (south of Apulo, east of Tocaima) is 
highly recommended. Los Cactos is a charming guesthouse 
and private reserve and offers on-site birding very similar 
to Maná Dulce. It would be easy to spend the early morning 
of Day 3 at Los Cactos, drive 30 minutes to Maná Dulce, 
bird that property, then continue west towards Iguaima as 
described above.

The optional six-day Huila extension departs from Maná 
Dulce and Girardot on the afternoon of this day. The exact 
details of this extension are presented at the end of the 15-
day core itinerary.

DAY 4 - ALL DAY AROUND EL SILENCIO, 
UKUKU, AND CAÑON DEL COMBEIMA, NIGHT 
AT HOTEL IGUAIMA
Today, we’ll keep driving to a minimum as we explore the 
areas near Hotel Iguaima. The first area will be El Silencio 
at 2,700 meters (8,900 feet). The melodic whistles of 
Chestnut-crowned, Bicolored, Brown-banded, and Slate-
crowned Antpittas will immediately confirm that sentiment. 

Cañón del Río Combeima. Photo: Dorian Anderson.

Walking a series of trails through the habitat, we might 
encounter the Rufous-crowned Tody-Flycatcher, Black-
collared Jay, Saffron-crowned Tanager, and Buff-breasted 
Mountain-Tanagers. The trail is quite popular with hikers 
and leads to the summit of Nevado del Tolima at over 5,000 
meters. But don’t worry; we’ll only bird the very bottom!

From El Silencio, we’ll slowly bird our way back down the 
stunning Cañón (Canyon) del Río Combeima. The lightly-
trafficked road offers great birding, and along it we’ll look 
for the Tolima Dive (endemic), Streak-headed Antbird, 
Masked Saltator, Yellow-headed Brushfinch (endemic), 
Yellow-billed Cacique, Oleaginous and Black-eared 
Hemispinguses, and a variety of tanagers. Depending on 
energy levels, we might walk into the vehicle-inaccessible 
Ukuku Rural Lodge for a leisurely lunch. That property has 
a nice array of hummingbird feeders and offers a great 
chance to see the endemic Tolima Blossomcrown if we 
missed it along the road. More daring is the option to go for 
a gondola ride over the canyon. The restaurant on the other 
side provides a lunch option for those without a fear of 
heights! We’ll finish the day birding around Iguaima.
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DAY 5  - MORNING AT 
SAN JORGE BOTANICAL 
GARDENS, LUNCH AT LOS 
ALPES, AFTERNOON DRIVE 
TO HONDA, NIGHT AT 
POSADA LAS TRAMPAS
Leaving the canyon confines of 
Combeima and Iguaima, we’ll descend 
back to Ibagué to reach the San 
Jorge Botanical Gardens at 1,200 
meters (3,900 feet, similar to Laguna 
Tabacal). The name is a bit misleading 
as there is only a minimal amount 
of landscaping. The intersection of 
primary and secondary growth makes 
for very productive birding, and it’s 
easy to forget that a city of 600,000 
people lies just beyond the reserve 
boundary. Secondary growth features 
the Blue Ground-Dove, Orange-
chinned Parakeet, Cinereous Becard, 
Rufous-browed Peppershrike, Blue-
necked Tanager, and Black-faced 
Dacnis, while primary forest houses 
the Little Tinamou, Moustached 
Puffbird, Red-billed Scythebill, Plain 
Antvireo, Checker-throated Antwren, 
White-bellied Antbird, Buff-rumped 
Warbler, and Blue-black Grosbeak. 
As the morning air warms, we’ll scan 
the sky for raptors from observation 
towers. Once birding slows, we’ll 
leave the gardens and head over to 
Spa Ambiental Turístico Los Alpes 
for lunch. The property has a nice 
array of fruit feeders, and we’ll enjoy 
local food and juice as Bay-headed, 
Plain-colored, and Scrub Tanagers 
come and go from them. Los Alpes 
will be a welcome recovery after a 
busy morning of walking. After lunch, 
we’ll begin the two-and-a-half hour 
afternoon drive to Honda for the night. 
Dinner and night will be at Posada 
Las Trampas. The hotel has a beautiful 
pool, so don’t forget a swimsuit to 
cool down! Note: Los Alpes has its 
own lodging, so those who want to 
stay there for a night before heading 
north to Honda can do so easily.

DAY 6 - MORNING AT EL TRIUNFO, AFTERNOON STOP AT 
JARDÍN ENCANTADO, NIGHT IN LA VEGA
Participants should be ready for an avalanche of new birds on this Magdalena 
Valley morning! We’ll visit a private hacienda and working ranch, El Triunfo, 
just minutes from the hotel. On that huge property we’ll explore a variety of 
habitats including dry forest, grassy savannas, and freshwater wetlands. Drier 
areas should hold the Ruby-topaz Hummingbird, Barred and Russet-throated 
Puffbirds, Blue-headed and Yellow-crowned Parrots, Black-chested Jay, Red-
breasted Meadowlark, and Ruddy-breasted Seedeater. Wetland impoundments 
attract the White-throated Crake, Wattled Jacana, Cocoi and Whistling Herons, 
Amazon Kingfisher, Yellow-chinned Spinetail, and Black-capped Donacobius. But 
wait - there’s more! Open savannas attract all sorts of raptors, including the Pearl 
Kite, Crane Hawk, Savannah Hawk, Gray-lined Hawk, and various vultures and 

Orange-chinned Parakeet. Photo: Cynthia Howland Hodson/Audubon Photography Awards.
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caracaras. As an added bonus, we’ll visit a patch of humid 
forest to look for the Lance-tailed Manakin and Yellow-Olive 
Flycatcher. If we’re lucky, we’ll even get to observe the 
vaqueros cowboys as they herd horses and cattle around 
the property. El Triunfo has it all, and bird lists can approach 
100 species in just a few hours! 

Most vehicles can manage the entrance road leading to the 
ranch house and associated wetlands, but birders will likely 
need four-wheel drive vehicles to explore the back reaches 
of the property. Regardless, El Triunfo is totally worth a visit, 
and there will be more than enough birds to keep everyone 
happy.

In the afternoon, we’ll gain elevation as we make our way 
back into the Eastern Andes. We’ll make a couple of stops 
along the way to break up the drive, the most notable 
being Jardín Encantado in San Francisco — a hummingbird 
paradise that must be seen to be believed!

Birders with extra time should consider detouring north to 
El Paujil from El Triunfo and Honda for three to four days. 
Details on that side excursion are presented after those for 
the optional Huila extension.

DAY 7 - LAGUNA EL TABACAL AND JARDÍN 
ENCANTADO
Situated at an intermediate elevation of 1,350 meters 
(4,400 feet), Laguna El Tabacal is a reserve that hosts both 
high- and low-elevation birds. This results in great diversity, 
with nearly 350 bird species recorded in the reserve. We’ll
search secondary growth for a variety of tanagers including 
Crimsonbacked, Scrub, Blue-necked, and Bayheaded. The 
Velvet-fronted Euphonia and Colombian Chachalaca (both
endemic) are usually in the area, and we’ll scour primary 
habitat for the White-bearded Manakin, Orange-billed 
Sparrow, and Barred and Blackcrowned Antshrikes.

Also present are the Little Tinamou, Rusty-breasted 
Antpitta, and Rosy Thrush-Tanager; we’ll make a special 
effort to view these cryptic species. The walking is easy — 
only a few small hills — and we’ll spend the whole morning 
birding the reserve before heading to Jardín Encantado, if it 
was not visited the previous day. 

DAY 8 - MORNING AT LA FLORIDA PARK, 
AFTERNOON DRIVE TO GUASCA
We will have an early departure towards Bogotá, where we 
will stop at La Florida Park, a suburban oasis with some nice 

Black-capped Donacobius. Photo: Hernán Arias.
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wetland habitat. Walking a short trail along the edge of the 
lake, we’ll look for the Andean Duck, Southern Lapwing, 
Striated Heron, Bare-faced Ibis, Spot-flanked Gallinule, and 
Subtropical Doradito. Most prized are the Bogotá Rail and 
Apolinar’s Wren, two shy Colombian endemics residing in 
La Florida’s reeds. Once we’re finished at La Florida, we’ll be 
heading to the town of Guasca at Estancia San Antonio.

DAY 9 -  MORNING AT RESERVA BOSQUE 
GUAJIRA, AFTERNOON AROUND GUASCA, 
NIGHT AT ESTANCIA SAN ANTONIO
This morning we’ll visit Reserva Bosque Guajira, a private 
reserve about an hour east of Guasca. Located at 2,800 
meters (9,200 feet), Guajira offers some wonderful high 
Andean forest habitat. We’ll seek the Black-billed Mountain-
Toucan, Rufous Antpitta, Rufous Spinetail, White-throated 
Tyrannulet, Agile Tit-Tyrant, Red-crested Cotinga, Pale-
naped and Ochre-breasted Brushfinches, Mountain Cacique, 
Black-capped Hemispingus, Blue-backed Conebill, Gray-
hooded Bush-Tanager, and other high elevation specialists. 
We can also spend some time watching the hummingbird 
feeders for the Sword-billed Hummingbird, Mountain 
Velvetbreast, and Blue-fronted Starfrontlet — one of the 
most striking hummers we’re likely to encounter on the 
whole trip! Guajira’s 7-km entrance road also offers great 
birding, and we can descend along it with a mix of walking 
and driving once we’re done at the reserve. The wide sight 
lines will aid our search for the Brown-breasted Parakeet, a 
highly localized Colombian endemic. We’ll return to Guasca 
for lunch, relaxation, and some additional afternoon birding.

Instead of spending a second night in Guasca, it would be 
possible to start the long drive to Santa María to reach that 
next destination a half day earlier than those who spend a 
second night at San Antonio. It’s also possible to skip Santa 
María altogether and continue directly to Chingaza, either 
in the afternoon or the following morning. The itinerary has 
been designed with flexibility in mind.

From Guasca, we suggest a four- to five-day side excursion 
into north-central Boyacá to Villa del Leyva, Soatá, and 
Sogamoso. Details on this side excursion are presented 
after those for the optional Huila extension. 

DAYS 10, 11, AND 12 -  SANTA MARÍA, ALL 
NIGHTS AT HOTEL TOURISTICO LA ESMERALDA 
(OR SIMILAR)
Santa María is a small municipality in the far southern 
part of Boyacá, an oddly-shaped department northeast 
of Cundinamarca. Though it’s a bit of a departure (four to 

Apolinar’s Wren. Photo: Pedro Arturo Camargo Martínez.

Bogotá Rail. Photo: Hernán Arias.
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five driving hours) from the loop around Bogotá, Santa María is located at just 
800 meters (2,600 feet) on the eastern (Amazonian) slope of the Eastern Andes 
and hosts many species found nowhere else on the itinerary. On the trails in and 
around the town, we’ll search for Eastern Slope specialties such as the Speckled 
Chachalaca, Green-bellied Hummingbird, White-chinned Jacamar, Yellow-tufted 
Woodpecker, Scaled Piculet, Crested Spinetail, Lined Antshrike, Violaceous Jay, 
Blue-rumped Manakin, Thrush-like Wren, Spectacled Thrush, Burnished-buff 
Tanager, Silver-beaked Tanager, Turquoise Tanager, and Speckled Tanager. More 
than 300 species have been recorded, so it will be nice to have two full days to 
explore the area. It’s also possible to descend farther to the east, cross the Río 
Upía, and explore the edge of the llanos at the base of the Eastern Andes. The 
Cobalt-winged Parakeet, Green-backed Trogon, Brown Jacamar, Chestnut-eared 
Aracari, Amazonian Motmot, Black-throated Antbird, Black-tailed Tityra, and 
other possibilities await!

DAY 13 -  MORNING DRIVE BACK TO CHINGAZA, AFTERNOON AT 
CHINGAZA AND SUASIE, NIGHT AT FINCA SUASIE
The long drive from Santa María back toward Bogotá will take most of the 
morning and take us to La Calera for lunch. After lunch we’ll start the slow climb 
towards Chingaza National Park. The 20-km entrance road is lightly trafficked, 
and we’ll make numerous birding stops as we ascend to 3,500 meters (11,500 

feet). From there, we’ll descend to 
Finca Suasie at 3,100 meters (10,000 
feet) for the late afternoon and 
night. A working dairy farm, Suasie’s 
surrounding high Andean forest hosts 
the Rufous Antpitta, Brown-breasted 
Parakeet (endemic), Pale-bellied and 
Ocellated Tapaculos, Black-billed 
Mountain-Toucan, Pearled Treerunner, 
White-throated and White-banded 
Tyrannulets, Smoky Bush-Tyrant, 
Rufous-breasted Chat-Tyrant, Streak-
throated Bush-Tyrant, Black-crested 
Warbler, Rufous-browed Conebill, 
and Plushcap. We’ll enjoy a home 
cooked meal at Suasie and retire for 
the night. Suasie’s accommodations 
are basic but offer unparalleled access 
to Chingaza. That will streamline 
logistics for the following day— our 
last day of birding.

Blue-rumped Manakin. Photo: Luis Eduardo Urueña/Manakin Nature Tours.
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DAY 14 - MOST OF DAY AT CHINGAZA/
SUASIE, LATE-AFTERNOON STOP AT 
OBSERVATORIO DE COLIBRIES, NIGHT IN 
BOGOTÁ
When people list off legendary Colombian birding 
hotspots, it doesn’t take long for someone to 
mention Chingaza National Park. Though it 
presents a beautiful array of high-elevation birds, 
the 190,000-acre reserve was primarily created 
with human interests in mind. Over 70 percent of 
Bogotá’s water is derived from Chingaza’s high 
elevation páramo, a stunningly unique ecosystem 
that collects and filters rain water before releasing a 
super-pure product to the city of 11 million people. 
As it is one of the wettest habitats on earth, the 
páramo is home to many unique plants, none being 
more characteristic than the stalky frailejones that 
dot the highest reaches of the Chingaza landscape. 
Whether you’re making your first or 50th trip to the 
páramo, Chingaza will amaze you!

We’ll have an early breakfast at Suasie before 
driving into the park. Birding around the park’s 
Piedras Gordas section at 3,600 meters (nearly 
12,000 feet), we’ll search for páramo specialties 
such as the Noble Snipe, Bronze-tailed Thornbill, 
Purple-backed Thornbill, Shining Sunbeam,                    Sword-billed Hummingbird. Photo: Dorian Anderson.

View from Chingaza National Park. Photo: Pedro Arturo Camargo Martínez.
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1 Lago de Tota

2 Iguaque

3 Rogitama

4 El Peligro

5 Villa de Leyva

6 Santa María

7 Siscunsí

8 El Paujil Nature Reserve

9 Jardín Encantado

10 Jericó Park

11 Laguna El Tabacal

12 Chingaza/Bosque Guajira

13 Chingaza/Suasie

14 Encenillo Reserve

15 Bogotá Wetlands

16 Chicaque Natural Park

17 Laguna Pedro Palo

18 Fúquene-Cucunubá-Palacio

19 Los Tunos Park

20 Colibrí Gorriazul Reserve

21 Bogotá Botanical Gardens

22 Cerros Orientales

23 La Florida Park

24 Observatorio de Colibríes

25 Maná Dulce

26 El Triunfo

27 El Palmar

28 Ukuku Rural Lodge

29 Hotel Iguaima

30 Spa Ambiental Los Alpes

31 Reserves in the city of Ibagué

32 San Jorge Botanical Gardens

33 Sendero Aipe Chicalá

34 Neiva Botanical Gardens

35 Reserva Pompeya

36 Humedal La Coneca

37 San Agustín Archeological Park

38 El Encanto
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Black-chested Buzzard-Eagle, Tawny 
Antpitta, Many-Striped Canastero, 
Andean Tit-Spinetail, White-chinned 
Thistletail, Brown-backed Chat-
Tyrant, and Plumbeous Sierra-Finch. 
The bizarrely adorned and endemic 
Green-bearded Helmetcrest stands 
above all, and we’ll allocate extra 
time to search for this Chingaza gem. 
We’ll probably bring a box lunch 
so we can stay in the park until the 
early afternoon. At that point we’ll 
begin our descent back toward La 
Calera. We’ll make one last birding 
stop at Observatorio de Colibríes 
(Hummingbird Observatory) to tack 
on a few final species. With Green-
tailed and Black-tailed Trainbearers, 
Tyrian Metaltail, Glowing and 
Coppery-bellied Pufflegs, Sword-
billed Hummingbird, Blue-throated 
Starfrontlet, Mountain Velvetbreast 
and Great Sapphirewing granting 
up-close views, the hummingbird  
observatory will be the perfect way to 
finish our birding adventure!

For those particularly fond of the 
páramo, a visit to Sumapaz in the 
mountains to Bogota’s immediate 
south is advised. Many of the birds 
overlap with Chingaza, but the 
scenery is just as stunning. Notably, 
the endemic Apolinar’s wren is not 
found at Chingaza but is common 
at Sumapaz. Sumapaz is about 90 
minutes from the Chapinero section 
of Bogotá and makes for a wonderful 
day trip (bring food and water).

DAY 15 - MORNING 
DEPARTURE FROM BOGOTÁ
Birders should arrange to fly out this 
morning. We’ll be staying near the 
airport, so it should be possible to 
shuttle people in groups if departing 
flights aren’t perfectly coordinated.

Green-bearded Helmetcrest. Photo: Sebastián Pérez.

Tawny Antpitta. Photo: Dorian Anderson.
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Sendero Aipe Chicalá. Photo: Dorian Anderson.

Optional Huila Extension (6 days) 
Located south of Tolima, Huila occupies the upper 
(southern) end of the Magdalena Valley, where the Central 
and Eastern Andes split into discrete ranges. The fusion of 
these ranges produces some very interesting birding, and 
birders with five or six days to spare will enjoy exploring 
the region, particularly the areas around Pitalito at the 
department’s southern end. However, reaching Pitalito 
will require a seven-hour drive from Girardot, the most 
convenient point of departure from the core itinerary. 
There are also direct flights to Pitalito from Bogotá. Many 
of Huila’s birding sites are still being developed, and it is 
for these logistical reasons the department is offered as 
an optional extension. Despite these hurdles, Huila offers 
great birding, and the famous San Augustín archeological 
site affords visitors a unique window into the region’s rich 
cultural history.  As Southern Huila is also accessible from 
Cauca just over the Central Andes to the west, there are 
different ways birders can work the region into their travel 
plans.

DAY 1 - DRIVE TO NEIVA, OVERNIGHT IN NEIVA 
HOTEL
Birders traveling to Huila will deviate from the core itinerary 
after a morning at Maná Dulce. That will leave a 3.5-hour 
afternoon drive to reach Neiva, Huila’s largest city, with 
plenty of nice hotels and restaurants. 

DAY 2 - MORNING AT SENDERO AIPE CHICALÁ, 
FINCAS LA MARÍA AND SANTA ROSA
Located about an hour north of Neiva, Finca La María and 
Finca Santa Rosa are part of a community association 
promoting eco- and bird-tourism in the region. As these are 
the sort of local initiatives this itinerary seeks to support, 
we’ve allocated the entire morning to these neighboring 
dry forest parcels. The species complement is largely 
overlapping and should feature the Blue Ground-Dove, 
Shining-green Hummingbird, Barred Puffbird, Rufous-tailed 
Jacamar, Crimson-crested Woodpecker, Barred Forest-
Falcon, Yellow-crowned Parrot, Pearly-Vented Tody-Tyrant, 
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Bay-headed Tanager. Photo: Dorian Anderson.

Slate-headed Tody-Flycatcher, Black-chested Jay, Black-
striped Sparrow, White-eared Conebill, Gray-headed 
Tanager, Orange-crowned Oriole, and Pileated Finch. We’ll 
have breakfast at one property and lunch at the other, 
which will give us time to interact with the owners around 
an extended morning of birding. In the afternoon we will 
continue south to Pitalito for the night. 

DAY 3 - EL ENCANTO
El Encanto at 1,500 meters (5,000 feet) is perched on a hill 
above a river bend and with a beautiful mountain backdrop, 
El Encanto is a funky and fun family-run ecolodge. We’ll 
spend the afternoon exploring the grounds for a number 
of species including the Colombian Chachalaca (endemic), 
Shining-green Hummingbird, Tolima Dove, Bronze-winged 
scrub , Ash-browed Spinetail, White-crowned Tapaculo, 
Orange-billed nightingale-Thrush, and Dusky-headed 
Brushfinch (endemic). El Encanto has several fruit feeders 
attracting the Red-headed Barbet, Bay-headed Tanager, 

and (sometimes) Golden-eared Tanager, a stunning species 
with a very restricted range in Colombia. With 240 species 
recorded on the property, El Encanto is a really great place 
for birders, and we’ll enjoy relaxing on the grounds and 
basking in the scenery. The family that runs the place is 
wonderful, and we’ll hope to spend some time with them 
during our visit. Night can be either at El Encanto or Pitalito.

DAY 4 - PITALITO AND SURROUNDS
Today we’ll make an early start and head to the San 
Augustín Archeological Park (1700 meters, 5,000 feet), a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site that beautifully blends culture 
and birding. We’ll begin on the wonderful interpretive trail 
that tours visitors through the park. Along that we’ll find 
not only Andean sculptures and artifacts dating from the 
1st to 8th century but also a wide variety of birds including 
Speckle-faced Parrot, Uniform Antshrike, White-backed 
Fire-eye, Plain Antvireo, Whiskered Wren, Scale-crested 
Pygmy-Tyrant, and over 200 others. As good as the birding 
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is, we’ll also allocate some time to explore the fantastic 
museum. Coupled with the interpretive trail, it’s a must-do 
for any Pitalito visitor. We’ll have lunch in Pitalito before 
visiting Humedal La Coneca in the afternoon. At this small 
wetland we might find the White-cheeked Pintail, Masked 
duck, Purple Gallinule, White-throated Crake, Buff-necked 
Ibis, and Yellow-hooded Blackbird. After that, we’ll return to 
El Encanto or Pitalito to relax until dinner. 

Chestnut Wood Quail. Photo: Juan Antonio Ocampo.

DAY 5 - PITALITO, AFTERNOON DRIVE TO 
NEIVA
Since we invested so much time to reach Pitalito, we’ll 
spend a second morning in the area to explore some more 
rarely-accessed locations. Most of these are still under 
development, and we’ll select from a number of sites 
depending upon what is open and ready to receive visitors. 
Options include Reserva Natural Pompeya and Laguna 

View at San Agustín Archeological Park, Huila. Photo: Dorian Anderson.
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Gartered Trogon. Photo: Steve Gast.

Guaitipán. Both feature theTolima 
Dove (endemic), Spot-breasted 
Woodpecker, Olivaceous Piculet, 
Barred Forest-Falcon, Cinereous 
Beard, and Black-billed Peppershrike. 
Most interesting might be Los Ariscos. 
With some beautifully intact primary 
forest, Ariscos hosts the Chestnut 
Wood-quail (endemic), Violet-fronted 
Brilliant, Maroon-tailed Parakeet, 
East Andean Antbird, White-bellied 
Antpitta, Long-tailed and Magdalena 
Tapaculos, and Orange-billed 
nightingale Thrush. We can spend as 
much time as we want around Pitalito 
before driving back north to Neiva for 
the night.

DAY 6 - NEIVA BOTANICAL 
GARDENS AND RETURN TO 
CORE ITINERARY.
This morning we will explore 
Neiva Botanical Gardens on the 
south side of town.  The name is 
a bit misleading as it’s more of 
an overgrown park than anything 
irrigated and manicured, and nearly 
150 species have been recorded at 
the site including the Greater Ani, 
White-throated Crake, Wattled 
Jacana, Pearl Kite, American Pgymy 
Kingfisher, Yellow-chinned Spinetail, 
Lesser Kiskadee, and Velvet-fronted 
Euphonia (endemic). 

SIDE EXCURSIONS
Each of these deviations from the 15-
day core itinerary will afford birders 
additional time in Boyacá, admittedly 
with additional driving. The western 
option visits the lowlands at El Paujil, 
and the north-central option brings 
birders through Villa del Leyva, Soatá, 
and Sogamoso.

WESTERN BOYACÁ: EL PAUJIL 
NATURE RESERVE
Established to protect a population 
of the critically-endangered and 
endemic Blue-billed Curassow, El 



Audubon International Alliances Program   |   Travel Itinerary: Eastern Andes Birding Trail      17   -

Shining Sunbeam. Photo: Dorian Anderson.

Chestnut-crowned Antpitta. Photo: Dorian Anderson.

Paujil is located in Boyacá’s far western reaches, exactly 
where the eastern Andes flatten out to join the Magdalena 
Valley. Elevation in the reserve varies from 150 to 1,200 
meters (500 to 4,000 feet), and more than 400 species 
have been recorded within its boundaries. The Blue-billed 
Curassow is the signature bird, and this majestic specimen 
can usually be observed at the reserve’s feeding stations. 
Apart from the curassow, El Paujil hosts many lowland 
species that the core itinerary will miss. Among these are 
the Great Tinamou, Marbled Wood-Quail, Gartered Trogon, 
Rufous Motmot, White-fronted Nunbird, White-mantled 
Barbet (endemic), Beautiful Woodpecker (endemic), 
Blue-and-yellow Macaw, Saffron-headed Parrot, Checker-
throated Antwren, Chestnut-backed and Bare-crowned 
Antbirds, Black Antshrike, Pale-legged Hornero, Southern 
Bentbill, Black-headed Tody-Flycatcher, and Sooty Ant-
Tanager (endemic).

Paujil is best accessed from Honda (four to five hours each 
way), and it’s probably worth spending three nights so as 
to have two full days to bird the reserve. Accommodations 
are comfortable but basic; there is no hot water. The 
core itinerary can be rejoined by backtracking to Honda. 
Alternatively, it’s possible to continue east to Villa del Leyva 
(seven hours) to combine the two Boyacá side excursions 
into one large (eight- or nine-day) loop.

NORTH-CENTRAL BOYACÁ:VILLA DE LEYVA, 
SOATÁ, AND SOGAMOSO
If you want to experience one of the most charming and 
unique towns in Colombia, detour three hours north from 
Guasca to reach Villa de Leyva. Offering cobblestone 
streets, boutique hotels, numerous local shops, and a 
variety of tourism attractions, the town has something for 
everyone. It’s also a very good point from which to access 
high Andean forest habitat at Iguaqué, El Peligro, and 
Rogitama. Most of the birding overlaps with what the core 
itinerary offers, but there are good opportunities to enjoy 
the Coppery-bellied Puffleg, Shining Sunbeam, Black Inca 
(endemic), Golden-bellied Starfrontlet, Gorgeted Woodstar, 
Short-tailed Emerald, Noble Snipe, Chestnut-crowned 
Antpitta, Silvery-throated Spinetail (endemic), Black-billed 
Peppershrike, Whiskered Wren, Rufous Wren, Rufous-
browed Conebill, and Pale-naped Brushfinch.

Hardcore birders should continue north another four or five 
hours to experience Soatá. While they won’t find the species 
diversity of El Paujil, they will be able to search for three 
very range-restricted Colombian endemics: Chestnut-bellied 
Hummingbird, Niceforo’s Wren, and Mountain Grackle.
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Boyacá Páramo. Photo: Dorian Anderson.

Rufous-browed Conebill. Photo: Pedro Arturo Camargo Martínez.

Once those valuable species are 
collected, birders can return south 
through Sogamoso (three hours) 
and explore Laguna Siscunsí and 
Lago de Tota. Siscunsí offers páramo 
birding similar to Chingaza, and 
Tota offers boat trips and additional 
opportunities to see the endemic 
Bogotá Rail and Apolinar’s Wren. 
From Sogamoso, birders can rejoin 
the core itinerary via Guasca (three 
hours) or Santa María (five hours).

Additional to the sites mentioned 
in the itinerary, you can check the 
map for other options suggested as 
extensions or day trips that can be 
easily arranged from the major cities. 
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DAILY RHYTHM AND PACE 
On most days we’ll wake-up between 4 and 5 a.m., 

depending on how far we need to drive to reach our 

morning destination, and we’ll generally bird that site 

until 10 or 11 a.m. Lunch will be followed by rest, either 

at our accommodations or in the vehicle as we move 

between birding locations. Our afternoon birding 

sessions will generally be shorter (one to three hours) 

and will always take place close to the night’s lodging. 

Some morning birding sessions — Chicaque, Chingaza — 

might run into the early or mid-afternoon, but lunch will 

be provided and there will be time to rest afterwards.

The pace of this trip is generally fairly low intensity. 

There will be a moderate amount of walking on all 

mornings, but we’ll move slowly as there will be so many 

birds competing for our attention! Anyone capable 

of walking a mile stretch won’t have any difficulty. 

Much of our birding will be along lightly trafficked dirt 

roads. The vehicle will often accompany us, and we’ll 

rarely — if ever — be more than an hour’s walk from it. 

Adventurous individuals or couples visiting the area on 

their own will find longer and more difficult trails, but 

these hikes are beyond the scope of this itinerary.

ACCOMMODATIONS
We have taken great care to suggest the best possible 

accommodations (within logistical reason), and we 

have done our best to minimize early-morning driving 

to keep wake-up times reasonable. We have also 

suggested mostly two-night stays, but one-night stays 

are sometimes necessary given the spacing of the 

birding sites and the time we have to explore them. 

Birders particularly averse to one-night stays can 

simply stay an extra night and enjoy that particular 

area for another day. Again, customization of this 

itinerary is highly encouraged.  Hotel Factory Green 

in Bogotá, Hotel Iguaima above Ibaqué, Posada Las 

Trampas in Honda, Estancia San Antonio in Guasca, 

and Hotel Esmeraldas in Santa María are fully 

modern accommodations with private rooms, private 

bathrooms, and onsite restaurants. Finca Suasie is more 

basic (no hot water; shared rooms and bathrooms), but 

it’s only for one night. The place is really charming, and 

there’s fantastic birding right outside the front door. It’s 

alternatively possible to stay closer to La Calera, but that 

will make for a long commute in and out of Chingaza 

on a single day. There are beautiful accommodations 

at Observatorio de Colibries, but they are even farther 

from Chingaza than La Calera.

MEALS
When possible, breakfast will be early and at our place 

of lodging. Some days that won’t be possible, and we’ll 

have to grab something in transit. Likewise, every effort 

will be made to have a sit-down lunch, but we may need  

to put together box lunches on some days. Dinner will 

always be sit-down. Some places offer full menus while 

others serve a variety of dishes family-style. Participants 

with dietary requirements or allergies should inform 

their tour leaders ahead of time.

VEHICLE AND DRIVING
We will have a large and comfortable tour-type van— 

piloted by a professional driver— for the entire the trip. 

There will be a lot of driving on dirt roads, but all can 

be safely navigated without four-wheel drive. Every 

effort has been made to minimize driving times, but a 

few long drives of four to five hours will be required. 

Those longer drives will include breaks for people to use 

the bathroom and to stretch. Where possible, we will 

incorporate some in-transit birding to break-up drives.

Logistical Notes
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Highlight species
Colombian Chachalaca (E)

Blue-billed Curassow (E, CR)

Chestnut Wood-Quail (E)

Gorgeted Wood-Quail (E, EN)

Tolima Dove (E, VU)

Lined Quail-Dove

Black-tailed Trainbearer

Green-tailed Trainbearer

Buffy Helmetcrest (E, EN)

Green-bearded Helmetcrest (NE)

Coppery-bellied Puffleg (NE)

Black Inca (E, NT)

Blue-throated Starfrontlet (NE)

Tolima Blossomcrown (E, VU)

Chestnut-bellied Hummingbird (E, EN)

Indigo-capped Hummingbird (E)

Bogota Rail (E, EN)

Spot-flanked Gallinule (EN)

Andean Condor (CR)

Black-and-chestnut Eagle (EN)

Solitary Eagle (CR)

Masked Trogon

White-mantled Barbet (E, EN)

Gray-breasted Mountain-Toucan (VU)

Black-billed Mountain-Toucan (NE, NT)

Chestnut-eared Aracari

Beautiful Woodpecker (E)

Smoky-brown Woodpecker

Spot-winged Parrotlet (VU)

Rufous-fronted Parakeet (E, VU)

Indigo-winged Parrot (E, CR)

Bronze-winged Parrot (NE)

Maroon-tailed Parakeet

Brown-breasted Parakeet (E, VU)

Golden-plumed Parakeet (VU)

East Andean Antbird (E)

Parker's Antbird (E)

White-backed Fire-eye

Undulated Antpitta

Cundinamarca Antpitta (E, EN)

White-bellied Antpitta

Rufous Antpitta

Tawny Antpitta

Brown-banded Antpitta (E, EN)

Rusty-breasted Antpitta

Ocellated Tapaculo

Magdalena Tapaculo (E, VU)

Stiles's Tapaculo (E, EN)

Pale-bellied Tapaculo

Red-billed Scythebill

Streaked Tuftedcheek

Chestnut-winged Cinclodes (NE)

Ash-browed Spinetail

Silvery-throated Spinetail (E)

Subtropical Doradito (CR)

Olive-sided Flycatcher (NT)

Spot-billed Ground-Tyrant (EN)

Lemon-browed Flycatcher (VU)

Apical Flycatcher (E)

Green-and-Black Fruiteater

Fiery-throated Fruiteater (NT)

Chestnut-crested Cotinga (VU)

Red-ruffed Fruitcrow (VU)

Lance-tailed Manakin

Black-collared Jay (NE)

Horned Lark (EN)

Apolinar's Wren (E, CR)

Niceforo's Wren (E, CR)

Rufous-browed Conebill (NE)

Rufous-crested Tanager (VU)

Turquoise Dacnis (E, VU)

Masked Saltator (EI, VU)

Rufous-chested Tanager (NT)

Orange-eared Tanager

Masked Mountain-Tanager (VU)

Black-chested Mountain-Tanager

Golden-eared Tanager

Yellow-throated Chlorospingus

Moustached Brushfinch (NE)

Ochre-breasted Brushfinch

Yellow-headed Brushfinch (E, VU)

Dusky-headed Brushfinch (E, VU)

Sooty Ant-Tanager (E, NT)

Crested Ant-Tanager (E)

Cerulean Warbler (VU)

Venezuelan Troupial (VU)

Mountain Grackle (E, EN)

Red-bellied Grackle (E, VU)

Velvet-fronted Euphonia (E)

Bronze-green Euphonia

E: Endemic, NE: Near Endemic, CR: Critically Endangered, EN: Endangered, VU: Vulnerable, NT: Near Threatened


