Two and a half million raptors..........

 “Two and a half million?”

“Yep, two and a half million raptors were counted passing over Panama City during the month of October 2009”
“When do we go?”

And, so it was that our party of six headed off for Panama via Heathrow and Madrid on 15th October 2011.  Five of us had visited Panama once before, in April 2007, so we knew we were in for a good time no matter what.  We also knew a little of the raptor migration having watched  from the deck of The Canopy Tower  as 2,000 Mississippi Kites suddenly appeared out of the forest at 7.00 a.m., completed a circuit of the tower to make sure everyone was there, before heading off north towards the USA.  

This year, we had arranged to meet our guide and good friend, Carlos Bethancourt, at a hotel close to Metropolitan Park in Panama City on the morning of the 16th.  Carlos had guided us on our previous trip, when we fully explored the Soberania National Park, close to Panama City and the foothills of El Valle from the comfort of The Canopy Lodge.  We had kept in touch and made a point of meeting up with him at The Bird Fair.  He knew how keen we were to experience the Hawk Migration whilst also enjoying the numerous hummingbirds, tanagers and flycatchers that form the backbone of any trip to the Neotropics.
Arriving at Metro Park, we soon started to re-acquaint ourselves with some of the common woodland birds and also had good views of one of the more interesting mammals, Geoffroy’s Tamarin.  It was however quite clear that raptors were on the move and several large flocks of birds passed overhead, prompting Carlos to move us on to the “Hawk Watch” counting area at Ancon Hill.  This proved to be a good decision as birds were appearing in good numbers over the city and whilst they were rather distant it was, without doubt, an impressive sight.  At this time of year the main species are Turkey Vultures, Swainson’s and Broad-winged Hawks, with smaller numbers of Mississippi Kites and we later learned that over 82,000 had been logged at Ancon Hill – a good start!

 Our first week was spent at The Canopy Lodge, a luxurious property situated in the foothills at El Valle, to the west of Panama City.  The gardens at the Lodge attract some excellent birds and it was good to catch up with some old favourites – Rufous Motmot, Blue-grey, Palm and Crimson-backed Tanagers and Orange-billed Sparrow.  During the week, we visited a number of sites searching for the special birds of the cloud forest and whilst it could be quite wet and often cloudy this did not prevent Carlos from finding us some stunning birds.  Different trails produced different birds with some of the highlights being Barred Puffbird, Wedge-tailed Grass-finch, Mottled Owl, Rosy Thrush-tanager and Black-crowned Antpitta.
Many American Warblers spend the winter in Central and South America and we found a greater selection on this trip compared to our visit in April 2007.  Star warblers included Black-and-white, Golden-winged, Blackburnian, Chestnut-sided, and the fabulous Prothonotary Warbler.  We also saw both Waterthrushes on this trip – Northern and Louisiana.

Our second week was spent at The Canopy Tower in the Soberania National Park, an area of protected lowland forest.  The Tower is a former US radar station which pokes its head above the forest, allowing birders to look down on birds in the canopy.  It is very comfortable if a little quirky and all the rooms have one curved wall which makes the placement of the furniture quite interesting.  Food is excellent and plentiful and the birding is superb.
Mornings start with a coffee on the deck as the sun rises over the forest and the birds and Howler Monkeys awake from their slumbers.  Sightings included Green Honeycreeper, Red-capped and Blue-crowned Manakins, Black-breasted Puffbird, a very close Bat Falcon and Green Shrike-vireo.  On one morning the guides set up their telescopes on one large tree in the middle distance which held a pair of King Vultures, a Turkey Vulture and a Crane Hawk.
Trips in the vicinity of The Tower brought us good views of a family party of Spectacled Owls, Capped Heron, White-throated Crake, and Great Potoo, whilst trips further afield took us to the Achiote Road and Cerro Azul.  These added another dimension to the birding with Spot-crowned Barbet, Blue Cotinga, Red-breasted Blackbird, the endemic Stripe-cheeked Woodpecker, the mythical Little Tinamou which allowed scope views at close range and a lek of dancing Golden-collared Manikins.  Mammals were also impressive with good views of both species of Sloth, Neotropical River Otters, Nine-banded Armadillo, Northern Tamandua (a form of anteater) and Crab-eating Racoon.
No birding trip is complete without a “wader stop” or in this case a “shorebird stop”.  Carlos took us to an area of exposed mudflats at Panama Viejo, the old part of the city, and here we were entertained by a variety of American shorebirds, including large numbers of Western and Semi-palmated Sandpipers, Wilson’s and Semi-palmated Plovers, both races of Willet and Short-billed Dowitchers, with smaller numbers of Black-necked Stilt, Marbled Godwit and Whimbrel.  The key finds here were a single Collared Plover and the Long-billed Curlew –local birders believe it is the same lonely individual which has turned up each year for the last twelve years.
Let us not forget that it was the raptor migration which brought us back to Panama, so it was quite fitting that we should experience what is without a doubt one of the best birding experiences of my life.  On the 27th, we spent the morning at the Old Gamboa Road in rather damp and cloudy conditions, whilst in the afternoon, we experienced considerably more rain at the Chagres River.  Immediately after lunch, we had two hours of clear weather on the deck of The Tower.   Within that period we had over 30,000 raptors pass directly overhead with hundreds of thousands of birds visible in every direction.   Raptors were forming “kettles” to take advantage of the thermals as far as the eye could see and the sky was just full of birds.  We later learned that the counters on Ancon Hill, which we could see from our vantage point, had logged 893,783 birds during the day and with the weather conditions in the morning and afternoon being unsuitable for migration, most of these must have passed through in the two hour window immediately after lunch. Half a million Turkey Vultures and a quarter of a million Swainson’s Hawks were the stars of the show.
All good holidays must come to an end but a final “shorebird stop” on the way to the airport finished this particular holiday off in fine style, adding Ruddy Turnstone and Greater Yellowlegs to the trip list.  With the engine running and our driver tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, we found a couple of Surfbirds in amongst the throng of shorebirds which had been compressed by the rising tide.  Fortunately, we managed to get everyone on to these birds before our driver whisked us away to the airport with in excess of 350 species on our lists.
Panama is a wonderful country with plenty of birds, a good number of sites and good infrastructure.  The Canopy Tower and Lodge both provide first class food, accommodation and guiding through a number of local guides.  Carlos Bethancourt is absolutely superb and if you haven’t been to one of his lectures at the Bird Fair, you should try to do so next time.  You are bound to be impressed.  If you can’t wait until August, and want more information, feel free to contact me or check out their website at www.canopytower.com.
