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Tour Summary
9-Night / 10-Day Southern Belize Birding
Tour w/ David Mehlman
$3490 DBL / $3950 SGL from Belize City
Airport is Philip S. W. Goldson International
(BZE)

Tour Highlights
•
•
•

Items of Note
•
•
•

•

This trip is limited to 12 participants
Please be aware of Naturalist
Journeys’ COVID-19 policies
COVID-19 testing is required to reenter the United States; this will be
arranged for the group but not
included in the cost of the tour
(Approximately $50/person)
To sign-up, call 866.900.1146 or
520.558.1146; for additional
information, email
info@naturalistjourneys.com

•
•
•
•
•

Sample tropical broadleaf forest birding from Black
Rock Lodge, fast becoming the “birdiest” lodge in
Belize
Watch for rare raptors along the Macal River
Discover the Caribbean pine forests of central and
southern Belize, one of the most unique and
threatened habitats in Central America
Visit Blue Hole National Park and a chance to see the
endemic Ridgway’s Swallow
Bird a large wetland near Hopkins where Jabiru may
be found
Spend a great day in the renowned Cockscomb Basin
Enjoy early morning bird walks at The Lodge at Big
Falls, searching for rarities such as Bare-crowned
Antbird and night forays to find Black-and-white Owl
Look for tropical woodpeckers and woodcreepers at
Nim Li Punit, a gem of a Maya site with the largest
collection of carved stelae in Belize
Visit karst habitats of the San Felipe Hills, featuring
broad-leaf tropical forest and reclusive understory
species such as Nightingale Wren and Tody Motmot
End your trip with a spectacular flight over the reefs
for a bird’s eye view

•
Join us for a Southern Belize birding tour to
raise funds for the New Mexico Ornithological
Society and to explore an enchanting and bird•
rich blend of Maya ruins, lush tropical
broadleaf forest, pine woodland, and coastal
habitats from mangroves to beaches. Belize is
famous for hosting Jaguars, Tapirs, and an exciting array of tropical birds. It is Central America’s least populated
country and logistics for travel here are simple—from US gateway cities it’s only a two hour flight! The welcoming
Belizean people speak English (often with Spanish and Mayan as second languages), have a strong tradition of
caretaking their country’s natural heritage, and enjoy sharing their knowledge of the region’s biodiversity. Some
of the very best wildlife and birding guides in Latin America live and work in Belize.
This is an incredible trip for biodiversity. Traverse several of Belize’s distinctive ecoregions, focusing on the submontane Caribbean pine habitat that is lush with waterfalls in the rugged Maya Mountains, as well as lowland
tropical pine forest, broad-leaved forest, and open savanna in the Cayo and Toledo Districts. We also spend a day
visiting the coast at Hopkins, where extensive wetlands hold wading birds and waterfowl, and at times the stately
Jabiru. Our flight back to Belize City is from Punta Gorda—affording you fabulous views of the expansive reefs
below.
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Enjoy nine nights and sample four outstanding lodges selected for their professional birding guides and
knowledgeable staff, excellent cuisine and charming, comfortable, and quiet accommodations.
We invite you to join us for this in-depth exploration of a less-visited region of Southern Belize. Emphasis is on
natural history, birding, forest ecology, Maya heritage, and simple, relaxing fun.

Itinerary
Sat., Oct. 23

Arrivals in Belize City

Please plan to arrive at Belize City (BZE) by 2:30 PM. Upon arrival, walk out of the small and user-friendly airport
and meet our drivers from Black Rock Lodge to start our 2.5-hour drive to the lodge.
On the way, we keep our binoculars handy, scanning fencerows and utility lines for the first birds of the trip.
Expect to see Tropical Kingbird, Vermilion and Social Flycatchers, Great Kiskadee, White-collared Seedeater, and
Tropical Mockingbird, with Lesser Yellow-headed and Black Vultures soaring overhead. We also keep our eyes
open for wading birds in the roadside wetlands and farm ponds as we move into the countryside, watching for
Tricolored and Little Blue Herons, Wood Stork, and possibly Roseate Spoonbill.
The last seven miles of the trip are on a country back road (yes bumps—that’s what keeps the area pristine and
wild!). Black Rock considers its style as casual, in keeping with the local culture. Its setting is dramatic, nestled
alongside the winding and wild Macal River. Views from the dining area are down to the river and out to extensive
forested ridges of Don Elijio Panti National Park, a 13,000-acre swath of luxurious rainforest, are sublime. Feeders
are active with honeycreepers, tanagers and aracaris—fun! Settle in, scan the sky for raptors, and enjoy the
relaxed vibe. The staff makes you immediately feel at home.
Accommodations at Black Rock Lodge (D)

Sun., Oct. 24

Local Birding | A Chance to Canoe | Belize Botanical Gardens

Join the lodge’s keen birding guide for an early morning bird walk starting at 6:30 AM. Guides and guests avidly
note their sightings on eBird—take a peek if you want to see a typical day … often 60+ species by breakfast!
Often greeting us in the morning are Brown Jay, Crimson-collared and Yellow-winged Tanager, Black-headed and
Grayish Saltators, Red-legged Honeycreeper, and other species of mixed flocks. Barred Antshrike and Spotbreasted Wren call as Rufous-tailed Hummingbird monitor nectar at the garden flowers.
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After taking advantage of the early super-charged bird activity on the grounds, we enjoy a full breakfast, choosing
what you’d like to have from the breakfast menu, and never leaving the beautiful view as you dine. On the
towering cliffs behind the lodge, a resident pair of Orange-breasted Falcon have been in residence for many years
and we are hopeful to see this rare raptor. Vaux’s Swifts patrol the sky, while Green Kingfisher may catch your eye
along the stream.
After breakfast we have a chance to continue birding the area; watch for some of the showy rainforest species
such as Keel-billed Toucan, Collared Aracari, and parrots of several species including Red-lored, White-fronted,
and Mealy. On trails through the forest we scan for more secretive species such as Scaly-throated Leaftosser,
Pheasant Cuckoo, Tody Motmot, Gartered and Black-headed Trogon, White-necked Puffbird, and more. The
Lodge has an extensive trail system. Black-and-white Hawk-Eagle is a specialty of this area.
This afternoon, for those that wish, we take time to tube or canoe on the Macal River down to another lodge,
from which we visit the Belize Botanical Garden. Located on the banks of the Macal River in the Maya Mountains,
the gardens host 45 acres of tropical wonder. Orchids, palms, cycads, and edibles abound. Watch for Common
Tody-Flycatcher, Rose-throated Becard and both Sulphur-bellied and Royal Flycatchers. If water levels are too low
to boat over, we can make the trip by van and enjoy both the plants and birds there. We return to watch sunset
with a view and enjoy dinner.
Accommodations at Black Rock Lodge (B,L,D)

Mon., Oct. 25

Green Hills Butterfly Ranch | Pine Ridge | Pook’s Hill Lodge

Today is a long but rewarding day. We depart early, headed for Green Hills Butterfly Ranch, where we see a host
of hummingbirds at close range. Species include White-necked Jacobin, Long-billed Hermit, Green-breasted
Mango, Canivet’s Emerald, and possibly both Wedge-tailed and Violet Sabrewing. We also find a host of birds in
the lush gardens.
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After a short visit there, we venture up onto a higher elevation plateau that holds extensive Caribbean pine
stands. Yellow-backed and Yellow-tailed Orioles, Acorn and Golden-olive Woodpeckers, Green Jay, Ferruginous
Pygmy-Owl, Masked Tityra, Slaty-tailed Trogon, and Plain Chachalaca, as well as several hummingbirds, including
Azure-crowned, can be found here. Neotropical migrants overwinter here, too (including ”southwestern” birds
such as Greater Pewee, Grace’s Warbler, and Hepatic Tanager), and some or all of these should be active when
we arrive. Watch for King Vulture overhead.
In this area we may find Rufous-capped Warbler, Yellow-faced Grassquit, Gray-crowned Yellowthroat, Yellowbellied Elaenia, and Dusky-capped Flycatcher. Collared and Black-headed Trogons, Pale-vented and Scaled
Pigeons, various woodcreepers, and noisy flocks of Lesser Greenlet.
We enjoy a picnic lunch, and mid-day head on to our next lodge, Pook’s Hill, about an hour and a half drive away.
Settle in to this delightful lodge, built with respect to Maya ruins there on the grounds. Lush plantings bring in a
variety of birds and tonight we have a chance to head out with our guides for some owling.
Pook’s Hill Lodge is a private reserve. Set in the foothills of the Maya Mountains, it borders two other reserves
and gives us access to species different than those we see later in the week. Thatched cabañas with private baths
and a main lodge fill a small clearing in the forest; the lodge has a bar and a lantern-lit dining room. A creek flows
through this ancient Maya site, while trails traverse the surrounding forest and clearings.
Accommodations at Pook’s Hill Lodge (B,L,D)

Tues., Oct. 26

Pook’s Hill Private Reserve Birding

Start the day with optional early morning birding, seeking iconic tropical motmots, trogons, and toucans. At
breakfast, admire a host of hummingbirds just off the veranda.
We spend the full day close to home, exploring a system of lodge trails. The Pook’s Hill Reserve acts as a buffer
zone to the 6,700-acre Tapir Mountain Reserve which extends to the southwest of the lodge and forms part of a
wildlife corridor that continues to the Toledo District in the south of Belize. This semi-deciduous broadleaf tropical
forest has not been logged since the time of the Mayas.
Birds here are varied, from soaring White Hawk to secretive forest floor birds like Dusky Antbird and Black-faced
Antthrush. We should find White-collared and Red-capped Manakins and hummingbirds galore (including the
stunning Purple-crowned Fairy and territorial Long-billed Hermit). Rufous-tailed Jacamar nest on the property,
and Lineated and Pale-billed Woodpeckers can be found. Mammals include Collared Peccary, White-nosed Coati,
and possibly Northern Tamandua, a type of anteater. Camera traps have even recorded Tapir and Ocelot!
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After a lovely dinner we seek a resident and very tolerant pair of Spectacled Owls (optional)!
Accommodations at Pook’s Hill Lodge (B,L,D)

Wed., Oct. 27

Pook’s Hill | Blue Hole National Park | Hopkins

We depart Pook’s Hill after breakfast, making our way down the scenic Hummingbird Highway to the coastal town
of Hopkins. We have a full day drive, so expect a full day with birding stops. But this gives you a chance to see the
fascinating geography of the country. We plan on lunch and birding along the way as we head further south.
After 90 minutes, our first stop is St. Herman’s Blue Hole National Park, a picturesque location in the mountains
featuring quiet trails and a tranquil forested pool. Birding here offers chances for colorful Yellow-throated and
Olive-backed Euphonias, Orange-billed Sparrow, Spot-breasted Wren, Black-faced Grosbeak, Crested Guan, and
Barred Antshrike. The park is also home to the Nightingale Wren (a seldom seen species whose ethereal song may
enrich our walk through this verdant forest), and White Hawks are commonly seen here. It is possible here to find
the endemic subspecies Ridgway’s Rough-winged Swallow. We enjoy a picnic lunch in a shade ramada before
resuming our drive.
We connect with the Southern Highway near Dangriga (another 90 minutes down the road) and then have about
a half hour to reach our beachfront lodgings. Listen to waves crash as we settle into our rooms, and enjoy a cold
drink at the beach bar—you’ve arrived! Our bird guide from The Lodge at Big Falls, Steve Choco, greets us and as
it cools down and birds are headed to their wetland roost sites we take a short drive to Hopkins wetlands. We
admire White Ibis, possible Roseate Spoonbill, a variety of herons, Clapper Rail, and some returning shorebirds.
Dinner is served in the open-air bar and the pool is open for a swim if you like.
Accommodations at the Muy Ono Hopkins Bay Beach Resort (B,L,D)

Thurs., Oct. 28 Cockscomb Basin | Lodge at Big Falls
Cinnamon Hummingbird, Tropical Mockingbird, and returning warblers may greet you from shrubbery around the
parking lot as we gather. Common Black Hawk and Yellow-headed Caracara are often seen as we drive to the
Visitor Center for the Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary. Even a short visit to Cockscomb can be very productive
for birds, with the chance to see forest and scrub species such as Short-billed Pigeon, Red-capped and Whitecollared Manakins, Lesser Greenlet, and Green Honeycreeper (among many others). Open areas around the
visitor center may yield views of Boat-billed and Piratic Flycatcher, Groove-billed Ani, Variable Seedeater, and
Golden-fronted Woodpecker.
We may have lunch in the local village, or we may return to Hopkins to collect our gear and then head further
south. We expect to reach Big Falls by late-afternoon.
The Lodge at Big Falls is located on the forested banks of the Rio Grande River (kayaks and floating tubes provided
for leisure time). As with our previous stay, this is one of the very best birding lodges in Belize, with attractive
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grounds, a beautiful swimming pool, and excellent accommodations that include hardwood interiors, sparkling
bathrooms, comfortable furnishings, and fully screened windows.
Before dinner, we may spot Russet-naped Wood-Rails and scampering agoutis on the open lawns fronting the
main lodge building, which has a breezy, covered porch, Wi-Fi access, and comfortable seating—perfect for
relaxing with an afternoon drink or morning coffee, while watching Rufous-tailed Hummingbird at the feeders or
pondering your bird list.
Similar to Hidden Valley, The Lodge at Big Falls offers the advantage of outstanding birding right on site, and it’s
possible to spot species such as Gartered Trogon, Yellow-billed Cacique, Gray-headed and Golden-hooded
Tanagers, Grayish Saltator, and Red-throated Ant-Tanager literally steps from your cabin door. Specialties like the
shy Bare-crowned Antbird and Rufous-breasted Spinetail (the latter the most northerly species of this largely
South American group) are regularly recorded within earshot of the main lodge, while the immediately adjacent
Rio Grande River provides habitat for four of Belize’s five kingfisher species (i.e., Green, Amazon, Belted, and
Ringed), which can be seen without leaving the property.
This evening we discuss activities for the coming days, go over our species list, and listen to the eerie calls of the
Common Pauraque as the sun sets before dinner. It’s been a full day and many of us retire early in preparation for
tomorrow’s activities. Over the next three days we have the chance to bird and explore in a range of habitats,
from savanna grasslands and coastal forests and mangroves, to interior forests and swamps.
Accommodations at The Lodge at Big Falls (B,L,D)

Fri., Oct. 29

Local Toledo District Birding

With such excellent birding right on our doorsteps, it’s hard to resist getting up at the crack of dawn to head right
out. Coffee is ready ahead of breakfast, and a walk around the compound is sure to be productive. Our guide,
Steve Choco (formerly awarded the Birding Tour Guide of the Year in Belize), takes us on early morning bird walks.
This morning we plan to bird around the lodge property. The lodge sits on thirty acres within a long meander of
the Rio Grande and includes riparian, secondary growth forest, disused agricultural land, orchard, and meadow
habitats. Species we search for include Black-faced Antthrush, Barred Antshrike, Great Antshrike, Bare-crowned
Antbird, Black-and-white Owl, Crimson-collared Tanager, Golden-hooded Tanager, Black-crowned Tityra, Palebilled Woodpecker, Lineated Woodpecker, and Stub-tailed Spadebill.
After an excellent breakfast, we head out with Steve Choco again for some birding off the lodge grounds.
Considering our long day on the road yesterday, we plan for shorter trips today, with less time in vehicles and
more time outdoors. Depending on what’s being seen at the time of our visit, we may head to Blue Creek Village
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or a similar site (Forest Home), both featuring mature broadleaf and gallery tropical forests with riparian
understory habitats.
Birding at both sites can be excellent, with important species in field and forest edge habitats including Striped
Cuckoo, Bronzed and Giant Cowbirds, Plain-breasted Ground Dove, Blue-black Grassquit, Scaly-breasted
Hummingbird, Fork-tailed Flycatcher, and Scrub Euphonia. The gorgeous Crimson-collared Tanager and closely
related Passerini’s Tanager (the latter a specialty for southern Belize) are also both found along the road into Blue
Creek (as well as on the lodge grounds at Big Falls). Less common raptors such as Gray-headed and Doubletoothed Kites are also sometimes seen here, together with the common Roadside Hawk.
Birding mature forests in these areas can yield a number of intriguing mid-canopy and understory species,
including Lesson’s Motmot, Little and Great Tinamou, Collared Trogon, White-breasted Wood-Wren, Strong-billed
Woodcreeper, Red-capped Manakin, Black-crowned Antshrike, and Ruddy-tailed Flycatcher. Along the forest
margins we look for Collared Aracari, as well as White-whiskered Puffbird and Rufous-tailed Jacamar, the latter
species typically sitting motionless for extended periods as they wait for large insect prey.
We head back to Big Falls for lunch, scanning roadside ditches on the way for Bare-throated Tiger-Heron. Lunch is
at the lodge, or possibly at Coleman’s Café in Big Falls village, with excellent Belizean cuisine and a largely local
clientele. This afternoon we relax, with staff available for kayaking on the Rio Grande adjacent to the lodge.
Before sunset we have the option to visit what is known as the “Dump Rice Field,” an expanse of rice paddies and
swamps located a short drive from the lodge. The road passing through sits on an elevated causeway, with side
tracks leading into the marshy areas. Key species here include Sora, Ruddy and Uniform Crake, Purple Gallinule,
White-throated Flycatcher, Least Bittern, Short-tailed Hawk, Limpkin, and Common Tody-Flycatcher.
Dinner this evening is at the lodge.
Accommodations at The Lodge at Big Falls (B,L,D)

Sat., Oct 30

Nim Li Punit | Local Ponds | Lodge Birding

After grabbing coffee, juice, and a roll, our early morning birding outing today with Steve Chaco focuses on the
Nim Li Punit Maya site, located just six miles from the lodge. Nim Li Punit, which is Kekchi Maya for “Big Hat,”
dates from the Maya Classic Period that flourished from the 5th through the 8th Century AD, and consists of three
distinct plazas and several step-pyramids. In 2015, the second largest carved jade artifact in Belize was discovered
here. The site itself is set high in mature forest with fantastic views east across the coastal plain to the cayes in the
Gulf of Honduras.
The area offers some very good birding, including several woodpeckers (Lineated, Pale-billed, Smokey-brown, and
potentially Chestnut-colored) and woodcreepers (Streak-headed, Wedge-billed, and Ivory-billed), as well as
various migrant warblers and vireos. Other possible highlights include White-crowned Parrot, Keel-billed Toucan,
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White-throated Thrush, Hook-billed Kite, Red-legged and Green Honeycreeper, Bat Falcon, Yellow-bellied
Tyrannulet, Blue Grosbeak, Montezuma Oropendola, and Rose-throated Becard.
Driving back, we want to check out a couple of local ponds, where we may locate Boat-billed Heron, Purple
Gallinule, or other species. Today we have a big late-morning brunch so we don’t have to rush the birding.
The afternoon is “guide’s choice” as there are always more places we can go than we have to time to visit. At this
point in the trip, there may be specific species we wish to focus on, and they help guide our efforts this afternoon.
We gather on the lodge porch this evening to update bird lists and review the day, and after dusk we may get
lucky and hear (or even see) one or more of the resident Black-and-white Owls, which previously nested on the
lodge grounds (and were recorded here in 2017 and 2018). We should also see Common Pauraque and Lesser
Nighthawk flitting across the dusky sky before we head inside. Dinners at Big Falls are excellent, often featuring
fresh seafood and Belizean beef, with local fruits and vegetables—a perfect end to the day.
Accommodations at The Lodge at Big Falls (B,L,D)

Sun., Oct. 31

San Felipe Hills | Chocolate to Remember

Today we head out for the San Felipe Hills, a karst landscape about 12 miles from the lodge. Our goal is to bird
across an orange grove (Belizean orchards are not the manicured settings we’re used to at home, and can actually
be great for birding), and eventually arrive at the karst limestone foothills of San Felipe that rise to a height of
around four hundred feet. As the ground slopes upwards we enter a broadleaf forest. We look for some of the
most difficult to locate species in Belize, including Tody Motmot, Rufous Piha, Rufous Mourner, Northern
Schiffornis, Nightingale Wren, Scaly-throated Leaftosser, White-winged Becard, Tawny-crowned Greenlet, and
Northern Barred Woodcreeper.
As the day heats up we take refuge at a local chocolatier’s farm, where we learn about the process of making
chocolate and enjoy a wonderful lunch.
We then return to the lodge for a break—swimming or tubing, and then enjoy the afternoon birding walking trails
at the lodge. We conclude by tallying up our list, and having another delicious dinner at the lodge. Night birding is
an option tonight if we have not yet encountered the several species that frequent the property.
Accommodations at The Lodge at Big Falls (B,L,D)

Mon., Nov. 1

Departures

Our adventure comes to an end today. This morning we drive the 30 minutes to Punta Gorda and board a Tropic
Air, Mayan Air, or similar carrier for our flight back to Belize City. To ensure a smooth connection, please plan your
international flight to depart after Noon. (B)
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Cost of the Journey
Plan Ahead!
Protect yourself with Allianz Travel Insurance. Please note, starting in January 2017, Naturalist Journeys pays
100% of your flight carbon offset.

Cost of the Journey
Cost of the main tour is $3490 DBL / $3950 SGL per person, based on double occupancy, from Belize City. Cost
includes: all accommodations; all meals as stated in the itinerary; group airport transfers; ground transportation
within Belize; domestic flight at the end of the journey; professional guide services; park, preserve, and other
activity fees; lodge tips; and miscellaneous program expenses. Tour price does not include: roundtrip airfare to
and from Belize City or items of a personal nature such as laundry, porterage, telephone charges, or alcoholic
beverages. Gratuities for your local lodge guides in Belize are not included, these are at your discretion, but highly
appreciated and recommended.

Travel Information
Please plan to make air travel plans only after the minimum group size has been reached. Please arrive in Belize
City (BZE) at the Philip SW Goldson International Airport no later than 2:30 PM on October 23. Plan to depart after
NOON on November 1; our included Punta Gorda flight returns mid-morning but you need time ahead of an
International flight.
Naturalist Journeys, LLC is an equal opportunity service provider and committed to the goal of ensuring equal
opportunity for all in employment and program delivery.
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