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Itinerary for Ornithological Study in Cuba 
 

10 Days and 9 Nights 
 
Day 1: Arrivals into Camagüey 
 
All participants should arrive in Camagüey by 4:00 PM today. 
 
At 6:00 PM, we will meet our guide in the lobby of our hotel for supper and for an 
orientation to our ornithological study. 
 
We spend our first night in Cuba in Camagüey. 
 
Day 2: AM Survey Najasa; PM Survey Cayo Coco 
 
We will kick off our studies this morning in Najasa, just over an hour’s drive from 
Camagüey. In order to ensure that we have plenty of time for our work there, we will 
meet for breakfast at 5:30 AM and depart for Najasa by 6:00 AM. 
 
Najasa is a very productive area, which makes it a great introduction to birding in Cuba. 
The protected area encompasses areas of open country dotted with palm groves as 
well as low foothills covered in a mixture of semi-deciduous woodlands. About 120 
species of birds have been reported here to date (we may add a few!), and we 
especially hope to observe Plain Pigeon, Cuban Parakeet, Rose-throated Parrot, Bare-
legged Owl, Cuban Pygmy-Owl, Cuban Palm Crow, three species of woodpeckers 
(Cuban Green Woodpecker, West Indian Woodpecker, and Fernandina's Flicker), and 
Giant Kingbird. 
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Once the day warms up and bird activity settles down, we will pack up and travel to 
Cayo Coco, one of several large keys off Cuba’s northern coast that together form an 
archipelago called the Jardines del Rey (Gardens of the King). We will have lunch along 
the way. 
 
We will spend most of the afternoon conducting surveys on Cayo Coco. Cayo Coco is 
the second-largest key in Cuba, and was recently connected to the mainland by a 
causeway (on which we will drive). Semi-deciduous forests cover most of the key, but 
there are also mangroves, coastal shrub, patches of grass, and lagoons. Over 200 bird 
species have been reported from here, including many Cuban rarities. We especially 
hope to observe Cuban Gnatcatcher, Zapata Sparrow (the birds here belong to a 
unique, local race), and Oriente Warbler, as well as Western Spindalis and Cuban 
Bullfinch. 
 
Many species of wading birds utilize the key’s wetlands and coastal areas, most notably 
including American Flamingo (Cayo Coco is home to one of the largest populations in 
the Caribbean) and Piping Plover (a winter resident and a species of concern), and we 
hope to collect data about those species as well. 
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The Jardines del Rey, and Cayo Coco in particular, are being developed for tourism, so 
the data we collect here about how birds use the islands’ habitats may be valuable for 
future conservation work. 
 
Around suppertime, our guide will review the day’s bird counts and habitat data with us 
and confirm our plans for tomorrow. Morning plans will be carefully reviewed, as we 
have an early start with a few hours of birding before breakfast. 
 
We stay on Cayo Coco both tonight and tomorrow night. 

 

 
 

Day 3: AM Survey Cayo Paredón Grande; PM Survey Cayo Guillermo  
 
Today, we leave early for a few hours of birding before breakfast. Everyone should be 
packed and ready to go at 6:00 AM. Let the guide know if you want to make a quick 
stop for some coffee this morning. 
 
We will spot Cayo Paredón Grande in the distance soon after starting our drive; you will 
be able to recognize it by its black-and-yellow-painted lighthouse. The main habitats 
here are sandy-coast vegetation and mangroves. Well over 100 bird species have been 
reported in the area, including Thick-billed Vireo (of the recently-described endemic 
subspecies cubensis) and Bahama Mockingbird (a difficult-to-find bird that is believed to 
be in decline across its range, including in Cuba), which are of particular interest for our 
study. It is also an excellent place to observe Mangrove Cuckoo, Cuban Gnatcatcher, 
and Oriente Warbler. 
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We will return for breakfast at about 9:00 AM. After breakfast, we will continue birding in 
the Cayo Coco area. 
 
During the hot part of the day, we will have lunch back at the hotel, and then depart for 
Cayo Guillermo for our late afternoon surveys. 
 
Cayo Guillermo is situated less than an hour northwest of Cayo Coco. It is a sandy key 
with xerophytic vegetation and lots of palms—a lovely place to spend the afternoon, 
and, more importantly, excellent habitat for Bahama Mockingbird. We focus our efforts 
here on studying that species. 
 
Around suppertime, we will review our data and discuss our plans for tomorrow. 
 
Tonight, we return to Cayo Coco. 
 
Day 4: AM Surveys on Cayo Coco; Drive to Cienfuegos; PM Explore Cienfuegos 
 
We will spend our morning today conducting some additional surveys on Cayo Coco, 
then make our way west to the historic town of Cienfuegos for the afternoon. We will 
meet for breakfast at 6:00 AM, and head into the field to begin our surveys at 6:30 AM. 
 
We plan to begin our drive to Cienfuegos, about 4½ hours away, by 11:00 AM. 
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Upon our arrival in Cienfuegos, we will head to Laguna Guanaroca, a mangrove-rimmed 
saline lake, to collect observations about the bird life there. Laguna Guanaroca is a 
good spot for American Flamingo, Cuban Trogon, and Cuban Tody, and there are 
always a few nice surprises here too. We’ll spend two or three hours here, and may 
take a boat trip to the far side of the lake. 
 
Later, we will head into the town of Cienfuegos. The town sits in the shadow of Sierra 
del Escambray, and offers us a glimpse into a unique facet of Cuba’s diverse culture. 
Cienfuegos is Cuba’s Gallic heart: French, rather than Spanish, colonizers were the 
pioneers in the region. They arrived in 1819, and brought with them the ideas of the 
Enlightenment. The town is like a displaced piece of Paris on Cuba’s untamed southern 
coastline, and is a dazzling treasure box of 19th century architecture. 
 
At the end of the day, we will review our bird counts and habitat data and discuss 
tomorrow’s plans. 
 
Tonight, we stay in Cienfuegos. 
 
Day 5: AM Visit Cienfuegos Botanical Garden; PM Surveys in Zapata 
 
Today, we will take a relaxed pace in order give ourselves a chance to rest before 
starting our next round of surveys in earnest. We will eat breakfast at our hotel in 
Cienfuegos 7:00 AM, and plan to be out the door at 7:30 AM. 
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We have set aside time this morning to further explore the Cienfuegos area, and 
perhaps it will make sense to visit the Cienfuegos Botanical Garden. 
 
The Cienfuegos Botanical Garden was founded in 1901 by U.S. sugar baron Edwin F. 
Atkins, who used the facility to study different varieties of sugar cane and to cultivate 
exotic trees from around the world. He later passed control of the garden to Harvard 
University, whose administration diversified and grew the botanical collection into one of 
the finest in the tropics. Today, it remains one of Cuba’s biggest botanical gardens, and 
houses 2000 species of plants, most notably including 23 types of bamboo, 65 types of 
fig, and 280 different palms (purportedly the greatest variety in one place anywhere in 
the world). As you might imagine, the garden attracts a variety of bird life as well, and 
we may find it interesting to collect some data here. 
 

 
 
Sometime between 10:00 AM and 11:00 AM, we will drive about 2 hours west to the 
Zapata Peninsula, where we will spend the next three nights. We will stop for lunch 
along the way. 
 
The Zapata Peninsula is one of the most important conservation areas in Cuba and, 
indeed, in all of the Caribbean. Over 260 bird species have been reported from here, 
including all but three of Cuba’s 23 avian endemics. Notably, the peninsula is a 
stronghold of the world’s smallest bird, the Bee Hummingbird (and our work helps to 
monitor that species’ status). The area also provides important habitat for migratory 
birds: many Nearctic species spend their winters here or pass through on their way to 
Central and South America, and several spring and summer residents (which breed in 
Cuba but return south in fall) occur here as well. 
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This afternoon, we aim to collect observations about the rare Zapata Wren, the very 
local Zapata Sparrow, the resident Red-shouldered Blackbird, and a notable migrant, 
the Yellow-throated Warbler. 
 
At the end of the day, we will review our bird counts and confirm our plans for tomorrow 
with our guide. 
 
We stay in one of the nicest guest houses in Zapata tonight and the following two 
nights. 
Day 6: Great Start for Zapata: Full Day of Bird Surveys in Bermeja 
 
Plan for an early breakfast, at 6:30 AM, and plan to leave our Zapata area hostal at 7:00 
AM. We first head for the village of Bermeja on the east side of the Zapata region for 
some of the most interesting morning bird survey sites on our trip. 
 
Bermeja is a fauna refuge with national significance a short drive north of Playa Girón 
on the Bay of Pigs. It is an open area with numerous Royal Palms and abundant fruiting 
and flowering shrubs. This is the best place to observe Fernandina’s Flicker, a species 
of concern in Cuba. The palms provide good nesting sites for woodpeckers, as well as 
for Cuba's two endemic owls. It is also a good place to study quail-doves; all four of 
Cuba’s species occur in the park, and the two rarest are frequently encountered here. 
Bee Hummingbird, Cuban Parakeet, Cuban Trogon, Cuban Tody, and Cuban Nightjar 
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can be found here as well, as can a variety of New World warblers that overwinter in 
Cuba. Our survey will help to illuminate how all of those species use the park’s habitats. 
 
After a productive morning, we will return to our guest house to eat lunch and rest. 
Afterward, we will continue to survey the Bermeja area through the afternoon. 
 
In the evening, we will return to our guest house for supper, review our data and go over 
the plan for tomorrow with our guide. Afterward, we may complete nighttime bird 
surveys in the area as necessary. 
 
Once again, we spend the night in Zapata. 
 

 
 
Day 7: Further Work in Zapata: AM Surveys in Marsh Habitat at La Turba; PM 
Investigate Sites Around the Greater Zapata Area 
 
Today, we leave early, at 5:30 AM, and we will bring a packed breakfast along to eat 
later in the morning. We need an early start today in order to support a full morning of 
bird surveys. We will start the day in the marsh habitat at La Turba, where we hope to 
collect further observations about Zapata Wren, Zapata Sparrow and Red-shouldered 
Blackbird. 
 
Lunch today will depend on our success in the morning; it may be a picnic, or we may 
return to the guest house if we decide to move on to another area. 
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After lunch, we will focus on finishing our work in the marsh. Late in the afternoon, after 
it cools down, we will collect data at other sites around the greater Zapata area. We will 
likely return to the guest house later than usual today in order to support our late 
afternoon bird surveys. 
 
In the evening, we will return to our guest house for supper, review our data, and then 
head to bed. 
 
We spend a third and final night in Zapata. 
 
Day 8: AM Final Surveys in Zapata; Drive to Viñales; Late PM Surveys in Viñales 
 
After another early breakfast, we will spend a final morning conducting surveys in the 
Zapata area. Our plan for the morning is flexible based on the need for us to study any 
of several notable sites here. 
 

• We may go to La Salina. La Salina has ideal feeding conditions for many water 
birds (flamingos, egrets, ducks, shorebirds), which come to feast on fish, 
crustaceans, and other invertebrates. There, we would aim to collect 
observations about Cuban Black Hawk, Mangrove Warbler, ‘Northern’ Crested 
Caracara, Cuban Martin, Cuban Bullfinch, American Flamingo, and maybe 
Clapper Rail. 
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• We also may survey the Hatiguanico River and/or another destination before it 
gets hot at mid-day. 

 
We will wrap up our surveys by late morning, and then embark on a 5-hour drive west to 
Viñales, where we will spend the remainder of our time in Cuba. We will stop to eat 
lunch along the way. 
 
 Viñales is a delightful small town situated in a lush area of the Sierra de los Oreganos. 
This beautiful valley has a long tradition of small-scale farming, and it’s not unusual to 
see someone plowing with oxen, between the colorful and distinctive limestone land 
features locally called “mogotes.” Fresh organic produce is easy to find here, and 
farmers are proud of their heritage. 
 

 
 
After arriving in Viñales late in the afternoon, we will head out for a brief bird survey. 
About 130 species have been reported from Viñales, and we are particularly interested 
in collecting data about Cuban Grassquit, Cuban Solitaire, Olive-capped Warbler, and a 
few other commonly-encountered Cuban and Caribbean endemics here. 
 
In the evening, we will review the day’s bird counts and habitat data and confirm the 
next day’s plans, including our wake-up time, survey route, and other logistics. 
 
We spend the night in Viñales. 
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Day 9: Full Day of Bird Surveys in the Viñales Area and in La Guira National Park 
 
This morning, we will visit La Guira National Park, about an hour from Viñales, in order 
to conduct bird surveys there. We plan to eat breakfast and hit the road early again 
today in order to maximize our time for our surveys in the park this morning. 
 
In La Guira National Park, we hope to collect observations about Black-whiskered Vireo, 
Cuban Tody, La Sagra’s Flycatcher, Cuban Pewee, Loggerhead Kingbird, Cuban 
Emerald, Western Spindalis, and Red-legged Honeycreeper. 
 
After a break for lunch in the afternoon, we will continue to conduct surveys in the 
Viñales area. Depending on the work needed, we may continue to survey La Guira 
National Park, or we might return to Viñales to collect observations about birds in the 
countryside surrounding the town. 
 
In the evening, our guide will review the day’s bird counts and habitat data with us and 
confirm the next day’s plans, including our wake-up time, survey route, and other 
logistics. 
 
We return to Viñales for the night. 
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Day 10: AM Surveys in Viñales; Drive to Havana; Late PM Flights Home 
 
Today, we return to Havana to catch our flights home. We typically start our morning 
later than usual on this last day of the tour in order to give ourselves time to prepare our 
luggage. Plan to eat breakfast at 7:00 AM and to head into the field at 7:30 AM. 
 
We will take time this morning to complete some final bird surveys in the Viñales area. If 
needed, we might also stop on our way to Havana to conduct a survey in Las Terrazas, 
a planned community dating from 1968. 
 
We plan to arrive at the airport in Havana between 12:00 PM and 1:00 PM in order to 
leave plenty of time for ourselves to catch our flights home. Before we part ways, our 
guide will help us review the bird and habitat data we collected during the morning. 
 
Some clients may prefer to spend this evening in Havana and fly home the following 
day. 


