Nicaragua 2007

Bird Banding Expedition

9 Days from March 2 through March 10
This is a very special ecotourism trip to help continue to establish a permanent bird banding station at Finca Esperanza Verde (Green Hope Farm) outside of San Ramon, Nicaragua. Our knowledge of neotropical resident birds contains many gaps and there is still much to understand about neotropical migrants on their wintering sites as well. We hope that a systematic mist-netting and banding station will begin to help us gather data that leads to further scientific understanding, more effective conservation and local education programs. Finca Esperanza Verde is a shade-coffee plantation and developing ecotourism center. Located in the central highlands of Matagalpa Province, the Finca straddles an area where both Caribbean slope and Pacific slope fauna come together. Because of this convergence, bird diversity is high, and includes large numbers of wintering neotropical migrants, making the Finca an ideal location for a permanent banding station. The Finca has rustic but nice accommodations and terrific Nicaraguan food. In 2005 the Finca won Smithsonian Magazine’s Sustainable Tourism Award. 

ITINERARY

Friday, March 2: Raleigh to Managua, Nicaragua and on to Finca Esperanza Verde

An early morning flight from Raleigh/Durham International Airport takes us to Atlanta for our connecting flight to Managua, Nicaragua. Please arrive at our departure gate no later than two hours prior to our scheduled departure time. After clearing immigration and customs and gathering our luggage, we will eat lunch at the Hotel Mercedes before boarding our bus to Matagalpa. Upon our arrival in Matagalpa we will travel by truck to San Ramon and on to Finca Esperanza Verde just outside of town. (L,D)

Saturday, March 3: Finca Esperanza Verde – Birding 

We will spend today exploring the forests in and around Finca Esperanza Verde. The area is beautiful and rich in wildlife, especially birds. Keel-billed toucans, barred forest falcons, parrots and numerous tanagers could all be spied from the veranda prior to breakfast. Throughout the day we will hike some of the Finca’s trails in hopes of glimpsing mantled howler monkeys, leaf-cutter ants, and many more species of birds like trogons, motmots and oropendolas. Various species of treefrogs may be out and about at night. We will also learn about shade grown coffee and its importance to wildlife conservation. (B,L,D)

Sunday, March 4: Finca Esperanza Verde – Bird Banding

Today we will actually begin bird banding. Under the direction of John Gerwin, Curator of Birds at the North Carolina Museum of Natural Sciences, we will set up a series of mist-net stations that will form the foundation of a permanent bird banding station at the Finca. We will spend the day setting up the stations, checking the mist nets and banding birds. (B,L,D)

Monday, March 5: Finca Bird Banding and the Wabuli River

After breakfast we will spend the morning bird banding. After lunch we will travel from the Finca to the Wabuli River. This river cuts through drier forest and is home to many species of birds and numerous reptiles. Especially common are several species of hummingbirds, white-throated magpie jays, Inca doves, orange-fronted and orange-chinned parakeets, common tody-flycatchers and scrub euphonias. On our way to the river we will stop at a small wetland that has produced northern jacanas, least grebes and even a yellow-headed caracara in 2003 (the first ever recorded in Nicaragua). It will likely be very hot and a swim in the river will bring welcome relief. (B,L,D)

Tuesday, March 6: Selva Negra

Today we travel from the Finca to Selva Negra. This spectacular primary forest is higher in elevation and closer to the Honduran border than the Finca. We will search for three-wattled bellbirds, collared forest falcons, bushy-crested jays and hopefully some of the antbirds that follow army ant swarms. If we are very lucky we may even see the rare resplendent quetzal, as we did see a pair of these spectacular birds in 2004. The forest is also a great place for mammals and we could see agouti or ringtails, and troops of mantled howler monkeys are common. (B,L,D)

Wednesday, March 7: Finca Bird Banding 

Throughout the day we will continue our bird banding efforts at the Finca. Between net checks we may explore more of the Finca’s many trails. Delving deeper into the forest we may spot crested owls, bat falcons, yellow-eared toucannets, variegated squirrels and helmeted iguanas. After dinner we will enjoy an entertaining evening of traditional Nica folk music. The local villagers always look forward to this fiesta around the bonfire under the stars. It will be a memorable evening of music, dancing and great food – the perfect way to end our time at the Finca. (B,L,D)

Thursday, March 8: Depart for Las Playitas, Volcan Masaya, Lake Nicaragua and Granada

Today we depart early for Granada. Along the way we will stop to bird Las Playitas (shallow wetland areas) in hopes of viewing fulvous whistling ducks, least grebes, northern jacanas and numerous herons. If we are lucky we could also see pinnated bittern, black-bellied whistling ducks and, along the dry uplands near the lake, fantastic birds like lesser roadrunner and turquoise-browed motmot. After our birding stop at the Playitas we will continue on to visit the grandeur of Masaya volcano. Masaya is a large active volcano and we will be able to look straight down into the crater as it belches gases into the air. After lunch near the volcano we will drive to the colonial city of Granada and our accommodations at the Hotel Alhambra. The Hotel Alhambra is a beautiful old hotel located directly across from the main plaza. After settling into our rooms we will head to the shores of Lake Nicaragua for our late afternoon boat trip through Las Isletas. The 365-island archipelago of Las Isletas were formed 20,000 years ago when Volcan Mombacho erupted hurling its top half into the lake. Today Las Isletas are covered in lush vegetation and provide a haven for birdlife. We will wind our way through the many meandering channels separating the islands and could see ringed kingfishers, bare-throated tiger herons and numerous other water birds. We will return to the boat dock as the sun begins to sink beneath Lake Nicaragua and dinner will be in Granada on our own this evening. (B,L) 

Friday, March 9: Domitila Wildlife Reserve and Volcan Mombacho

We will depart very early this morning for Domitila Wildlife Reserve to explore what is arguably one of the best examples of dry tropical forest left in Central America. The reserve is home to many birds found only in these dry Pacific-slope forests like black-headed trogon, thicket tinamou and Hoffman’s woodpecker. After a morning of hiking and birding in the reserve we will enjoy a great lunch in the cool shade of Domitila’s veranda. In the afternoon we will travel to the slopes of Volcan Mombacho and transfer to one of the Park’s trucks for the steep climb to the summit. Once we reach the summit we will hike the caldera trail and explore the diverse cloud forests that make Volcan Mombacho so special. These high altitude forests are a haven for plants and animals. A wide variety of bromeliads and orchids festoon the tree branches and some of the orchid species grow only on the slopes of Mombacho. The dormant volcano is also home to an endemic salamander and many higher elevation birds. If not obscured by clouds, the views of Lake Nicaragua from the summit are fabulous. As the sun sets we will descend Mombacho and return to Granada for our farewell dinner. (B,L) 
Saturday, March 10: Departure for the US
We will depart after breakfast for Managua in order to catch our flight to Atlanta. Once in Atlanta we will transfer to our flight back to North Carolina.

* Please note that EcoQuest Travel will make every effort to adhere to this itinerary, but dates, times, activities and prices are subject to change depending on scheduling and availability.

