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Spotted Wood Kingfisher, Mt. Makiling, Luzon          © tour parti cipant Chris Farman  

 
The Philippines is THE finest destination on the planet for searching out endemics and our 2011 main tour 
again excelled with 151 endemics recorded. The birding here can be tough but the rewards are outstanding 
with some of the most sp ectacular, and rarest, birds on the planet.  
We began our tour on Mindanao where the rain didnôt thwart our efforts to see the magnificent Philippine 
Eagle, which was duly acknowledged as óbird of the tripô. We also found most of the other specialities here 

including a hike up for Apo Sunbird, fluffy -headed Apo Myna, Stripe -breasted Rhabdornis, Cinnamon Ibon 
(soon to be an endemic family?), Philippine Frogmouth, White -cheeked Bullfinch and most other montane 
endemics, plus a last minute Blue -capped Wood King fisher.  
The birding at PICOP is tinged with sadness over the continued destruction of these mighty forests but the 
birding is as exciting as ever with an unbeatable tally which included both Celestial and Short -crested 
Monarch, Rufous and Writhed Hornbills , Steereôs Pitta, Philippine Needletail, Chocolate Boobook, Mindanao 
Boobook and many more. Eastern Gras s Owl circling just overhead at Bisli g airfield will also live long in the 

memory!  



Moving back to Luzon, Subic Bay provided some exciting birding with G reen Racquet - tails, White - fronted Tits, 

White - lored Oriole and Northern Sooty Woodpecker the star performers,  and Chocolate Boobooks in the hotel 
garden the biggest surprise!  
Mount Polis treated us to views of the skulking Benguet Bush Warbler, Long - tailed  Ground Warbler, Flame -

crowned Flowerpecker, Mountain Shrike and Luzon Water Redstart. The biggest surprise and the tour highlight 
(for Rob at least !) were fantastic views of more than 40 Whiteheadôs Swiftlets over Banaue town, the first 
time this rare bir d has been seen on Birdtour Asia tours, and likewise a surprise Tawny -breasted Parrotfinch 
was a welcome highlight.  

The tropical island of Palawan provided yet another new set of island endemics . Palawan Peacock Pheasant 
was a clear favourite  but the great  views of skulking Falcated Ground Babblers, perched Blue -headed 
Racquet -tails, ódancingô Great Slaty Woodpeckers, Palawan Frogmouth, Palawan Hornbill and particularly the 
surprise sightings of Philippine Cockatoo were close contenders.  
Final destination o n the tour was Mount Makiling and it was delightful to still have a good list of new birds to 
see in our final days. In addition to finally catching up with Philippine Trogon, we added White -browed Shama, 

Indigo -banded Kingfisher, Spotted Buttonquail and t he amazing Spotted Wood Kingfisher to round off a 
superb tour.  
 Our tour began with an early morning flight to Cagayan de Oro in northern Mindanao , landing in rather 
ominous heavy rain. It was still raining as we took breakfast on the seafront where we fou nd two Black -
headed Gulls offshore and a few hours later we arrived at a rainy Dalwangan. The roads up to the mountain 

were muddy to say the least and it took quite some time before we were all delivered via a sturdy truck and a 
muddy trail to our lodge at  Mount Kitanglad and a chance to dry out! Given the inclement weather our 

afternoon was spent around the lodge but we still managed our first endemics like Philippine Bulbul, White -
eared Brown Dove, Black -and -cinnamon Fantail and best of all at least three  Cinnamon Ibon. Recent DNA 
studies have shown that the Ibon  is much more closely related to old -world  sparrows than to the white -eyes, 
and it seems likely in fact that it might be elevated to family status in the near future. .. yet another target for 
famil y- listers!  
 

  
 

Rufous Hornbill and Short - crested Monarch, PICOP, Mindanao       
© Rob Hutchinson  (hornbill) and tour participant Tony Sawbridge  

 
The weather was slightly improved the next morning and Yellow -breasted Fruit Dove w as added in the lodge 
clear ing. Our walk up the mountain soon added more new birds; Sulphur -billed Nuthatch, Elegant Tits, Tawny 

Grassbird and a wintering Mugimaki Flycatcher. Continuing further we found Grey -hooded Sunbird, Philippine 
Leaf Warbler, Olive -capped Flowerpecker, Short - tailed Starlings, Philippine Mountain Warbler  (proposed as a 
split from the Mountain Leaf Warbler complex) , more Cinnamon Ibon and a distant flock of Mindanao Racquet -
tails ï all apparently enjoying the wet weather more than us!  
Given the forecast of worse ning weather the next day we opted to spend t he day in search of THE eagle in 
spite the less than ideal weather conditions but despite much searching we didnôt get a sniff today and had be 

satisfied with ófluffy-headedô Apo Mynas, fly-by Philippine Cuckoo Doves, Changeable Hawk Eagle, Mindanao 

Hornbill, a distant Metallic Pigeon and a smart White -cheeked Bullfinch. Making our way back down to the 
lodge some were lucky to see a Philippine Hawk Cuck oo in the lodge clearing and all enjoyed awesome views 
of an obliging Philippine Frogmouth after dark.   



The next morning we were greatly relieved to find that the weather was much improved and we eagerly made 

our way up to the eagle viewpoint via a singing Rusty -breasted Cuckoo, Yellow -breasted Fruit Dove, Grey -
hood ed Sunbird, Philippine Pygmy Woodpecker and two skulking Red -eared Parrotfinches which barely gave 
glimpses in their chosen thicket before they left like a couple of green bullets!  

Most of the group spent the morning looking for the Philippine Eagle and we re greatly rewarded with a 
prolonged  performance around midday. Meanwhile some of us continued higher up the mountain and enjoyed 
some great feeding flocks which contained several McGregorôs Cuckooshrikes, Stripe-breasted Rhabdornis, 
Buff -spotted Flameback , Rufous -headed Tailorbird, White -cheeked Bullfinch and Black -masked White -eye. We 

additionally found Philippine Swiftlet and a brief  Mindanao Racquet - tail overhead. A n Amethyst Brown Dove 
gave good views, a male White -browed Shortwing put on  a fine show a nd elusive Apo Sunbirds were 
eventually seen to satisfaction. Back down near the lodge in the evening the Philippine Hawk Cuckoo was 
tracked down and at dusk Bukidnon Woodcock called and one was glimpsed overhead.  
We still had time for some short birding t he next morning, starting with the woodcock which was again barely 
glimpsed at dawn. We did see Philippine Hawk Cuckoo well but the Long - tailed Ground Warbler managed to 

cross the track without anyone getting a glimpse, do the y burrow?! Having heard a Blue -capped Wood 
Kingfisher at dawn which disappeared without a trace, we continued the search for this huge kingfisher in 
other favoured areas and eventually got a response and then nice views of a male perched obligingly.  
We le ft  the mountain happy that the weather hadnôt thwarted our attempts to enjoy the birds of this beautiful 
mountain and in contrast to our arrival;  we departed for the long drive to Bislig in glorious sunshine.  

PICOP was once home to some of the richest forests in Asia, now sadly in terri ble decline as illegal logging 
continues apace. Nevertheless the remnant forests still provide some great birding and for the time at least 

many of the desired endemics are still to be found. The birding here is tough though and our first morning 
started l ong before dawn for a bumpy two hour ride into the heart of the concession. When we arrived at our 
designated spot the birds quickly started to reward our efforts and our first was one of the most skulking birds 
in the forest ï Streaked Ground Babbler ï wh ich defied protocol was posing in full view! Next arrivals were 
Yellowish Bulbul, a brief Blue Fantail and Black - faced Coucal. As we continued our walk nice views of perched 
Philippine Serpent Eagles were appreciated, then Rufous Paradise Flycatcher was te ased closer and its deep 
rufous plumage literally shone in the forest. The same feeding group included our first Rufous - fronted 

Tailorbird, Yellow -wattled Bulbuls and Mindanao Pygmy Babblers before we were distracted by the magnificent 
sight of two Rufous Hornbills sneaking past and we were able to find them perched and watch them for some 
time as they worked their way far into the forest.  More Blue Fantails and Yellow -bellied Whistler were added, 
while flowering trees attracted both Metallic -winged and Pur ple - throated Sunbirds.  
 

  
 

Slaty - legged Crake and Mindanao Boobook, PICOP, Mindanao       
© tour participant Chris Farman  

 
Much time was spent  searching for day - roosting Mindanao Boobooks which we could hear calling but they 
were just too far up the slope  for us to locate. A Steereôs Pitta was more cooperative but even then it took 

some t ime to find this gem calling from  low in the forest and set up the scope on the only small hole which 

allowed us views and make an early contender (winner for some!) as bi rd -of - the - trip. While watching for the 
pitta another mega gave away its presence with a distinctive call and we quickly turned our attention to 
search for the calling pair of Celestial Monarch. They were typically difficult to see as the y kept to the canop y 



but most managed views of this rare bird. Naked - faced Spiderhunter has become a very scarce bird so we 

were grateful to find a pair attending their distinctive suspended nest, then the last new birds of the morning 
appeared overhead in the form of two Pi nskerôs Hawk Eagles and Philippine Needletail. 
Our journey out of the concession was not without entertainment as we twice got our jeep stuck in deep mud  

but the delays may have worked in our favour as when we did get on our way, we bumped into a fantastic  
pair of Slaty - legged Crakes bathing in the road ï a rarely seen bird in the Philippines and a write - in for our 
Philippines tours.  
We finished the day at a regularly pond for Silvery Kingfisher and even in the dimming light were able to 

enjoy great views o f this striking bird.  
Owls frustrated our efforts the next morning, with Chocolate Boobook in particular calling well after dawn but 
refusing to show. Our first Philippine Nightjars were much more obliging and we soon turned our attention to 
our daytime ta rgets. Our first Rufous - lored Kingfisher appeared even as we ate our picnic breakfast and as we 
made our way into the scrappy forest, Guaiabero, Philippine Drongo  Cuckoo , Red -keeled Flowerpecker and 
Philippine Oriole provided quick - fire birding. Our next b ig target flew in and gave nice views; Writhed Hornbill 

perched in the óscope and a short while later Mindanao Hornbill completed our set of three possible endemic 
hornbills at the site. Scarlet Minivets were next to pop up, here a distinctive race which i s already split off by 
some, and after some work out came a beautiful Black - faced Coucal which we all agreed must be one of the 
finest of this cumbersome family. Final highlight here were a pair of Black -headed Tailorbird, another arch 
skulker which was re latively obliging on this occasion , always on the move but giving many opportunities for 

views.  
We moved on to another wood and as expected all was very quiet until we tracked down a precious feeding 

group which transformed the forest into a hive of activi ty. Among the expected Rufous Paradise Flycatchers 
and Yellow -bellied Whistler we also added our first Rusty -crowned Babbler, Philippine Leaf Warbler, Olive -
backed Flowerpecker, Handsome Sunbird, more Mindanao Pygmy Babblers and best of all, a pair of Shor t -
crested Monarch, the male a stunning bird in an impossibly bright shade of azure blue.  
Both Philippine and Brown Needletails were overhead during lunch then it was a more relaxing afternoon of 
birding as we explored the disused Bislig airfield close to town.  
Blue -breasted Quail were flushed up with ease and both Philippine and Wandering Whistling Ducks frequently 

flew overhead. Bright -capped Cisticola and Clamorous Reed Warbler were in the reedy margins before we 
turned our attention to the marshes where  White -browed Crake, Philippine Swamphen  and Black Bittern all 
showed well. The highlight though were the two magnificent Eastern Grass Owls, one of which headed 
purposely towards us across the grasslands before circling overhead, staring down with angry e yes.  
For our last full day at PICOP we again headed deep into the concession for a return to our first days birding 

site. This repaid our efforts, firstly with fine views of perched Pink -bellied Imperial Pigeons booming from the 

treetops and then we were a ble to locate the day -roosting Mindanao Boobooks for excellent óscope views. 
Both Rufous and Writhed Hornbills were again seen and Grey - throated Sunbird (split from Brown - throated) 
was new for us.  
In the afternoon we made our way to a regular racquet - tail area, stopping on route for a fortuitous Oriental 
Magpie Robin on the road ï the Philippine races have been suggested as a split, and although they are only 
morphologically separated by their black undertail we were grateful for this óinsuranceô bird, which is quite 
scarce.  

The Blue -crowned Racquet - tail appeared right on cue , flying right overhead and we were also fortunately to 
have yet more views of six Rufous Hornbills, four adults with 2 young in tow, which passed right overhead. 
How wonderful to see th at these magnificent birds are still able to breed even with all the pressures on their 
home.  
We had just enough time to squeeze in some night -birding the next morning and this was rewarded with a 
Chocolate Boobook finally posing in the spotlight. As dawn broke a calling Hooded Pitta was seen by some of 
us and a Plain Bush -hen was caught feeding out in the open on the road as we drove back.  Then it was time 

to drive back to Butuan, fly back to Manila and a smooth passage through Manila found us in our quain t hotel 
at Subic not long after dusk.  
After all our hard work to finally see Chocolate Boobook at PICOP, it was ironic that it was the very first bird 
we saw at Subic Bay when a pair was found in the hotel gardens during breakfast! After the tough birding on 
Mindanao, Subic Bay was a very pleasant change with birds abundant and easy to see and we quickly set 
about adding another set of endemics and other new birds. In our first few hours of birding we walked just a 

few hundred meters and yet Luzon Hornbill,  White -bellied Woodpecker, Luzon Flameback, Northern Sooty 
Woodpecker, Stripe -headed Rhabdornis, Philippine Green Pigeon  (split from Pompadour) , Luzon Hawk Eagle 
and Blackish Cuckooshrike were all added and delightful Green Racquet - tails posed in full view . As the 
morning heated up we hit the shady trails where additional species included Philippine Fairy Bluebird and an 
unusually obliging Green -backed Tailorbird.  After a pleasant lunch overlooking the bay we treated ourselves to 
a short siesta before headi ng out onto the roads again. Birds were again conspicuous and we had yet more 
views of Northern Sooty Woodpecker and Green Racquet - tails, and added a noisy flock of Rufous Coucals 

which a single Red -crested Malkoha tagging along. Another stretch of road co mpleted the day with more Red -
crested Malkohas , Luzon Hornbill and Luzon Falmebacks to finish the day before we retired to our quiet and 

comfortable hotel.  



Our owling session the next morning found a responsive Philippine Boobook which buzzed low over our heads 

and several hawking Great  Eared -Nightjars. As the sun rose we again birded the roads seeing many species 
from the previous day but also several sightings of genuine, wild, Red Junglefowl and our main target, the 
scarce and localised White - fronted Tit , a pair of which gave great views right above our heads.  

With one big target in mind we again took to the trails and finally after a long walk and much searching we 
located at least two White - lored Orioles but they were flighty in the canopy and views rat her poor. Returning 
somewhat disappointed we struck lucky, finding another oriole almost at the start of the trail which gave 
superb views!  

 

  
 

Philippine Scops O wl and Sulphur - billed Nuthatch   © Rob Hutchinson  

 

  
 

Flame - crowned Flowerpecker and White headôs Swiftlet (first ever photos!)  

© tour participant Tony Sawbridge  
 
Much of the rest of the day was taken with the long drive nort h into the Central Cordillera m ountain range, 
and the town of Banaue, our home for the next three nights.  

The next morning  began in the pleasantly chilly climate of Mount Polis pass where the agricultural fields soon 
produced the expected Mountain Shrike plus some obliging Luzon Bush Warblers and perched Island Thrush. 



Continuing down the road towards Bontoc, several noisy gr oups of C hestnut - faced Babblers were new , as was 

Green -backed Whistler and Blue -headed Fantail, while the Elegant Tits here were strikingly attractive 
compared to the birds seen previously on Mindanao.  Further down the road a strategic stop found Luzon 
Wat er Redstart (before even leaving the jeep!) and lower still we hit an exciting feeding group with more tits, 

Sulphur -billed Nuthatch, Blue -headed Fantail, Green -backed Whistler, White -cheeked Bullfinch and a major 
surprise in the form of a Tawny -breasted P arrotfinch, a new Philippines bird for Rob! This area also had 
several calling Benguet Bush Warblers which were typically skulking but after lots of effort we all had views of 
them creeping mouse - like through the gras s below us. After lunch in the Bay -yo óSpaceshipô we headed back 

again to Banaue town and late afternoon birding in our hotel gardens. This proved very successful with a nice 
feeding flock containing our first Yellowish White -eyes, Lemon - throated Leaf Warblers, more Blue -headed 
Fantails, fine v iews of bullet - like Purple Needletails and a brief Bicolored Flowerpecker.  
 

  
 

Striped Flowerpecker and Chestnut - faced Babbler  

© tour participants Chris Farman and Tony Sawbridge  
 
We were up at the pass before dawn the next day, only hearing Luzon Scops  Owls in the far distance but 
gaining a Philippine Scops Owl which popped up nearby.  As the sun hit the nearby forest we took advantage 
of the activity by luring into view two different pairs of Long -tailed Ground Warblers and a skitt ish White -
browed Short wing, here  of the race poliogyna and we noted the vocal differences from birds seen previously 
on Mindanao. Two more White -cheeked Bullfinch were a treat before hitting the road where a ctivity was quiet  

except for a scarce Striped Flowerpecker. Lower down we again found Luzon Water Redstart and a flyover 
Luzon Hawk Eagle. Our lunch break again had a background of calling Benguet Bush Warblers while both Blue 
Rock Thrush and Citrine Canary Fly catcher were new for the trip. A  final attempt along the upper sec tions of 
the road in the afternoon met great success in the form of an obliging male Flame -crowned Flowerpecker. 
Even better was to come though as we again took up position in the hotel garden for the late afternoon. The 

flocks again produce d excellent loo ks at the white -eyes, warblers and fantails but the highlight was in the 
skies where excellent views of the swiftlets overhead  allowed straightforward identification as the rarely seen 

Whiteheadôs Swiftlet, a new species for the Birdtour Asia Philippines tours!  
A long drive south the next day found us at Candaba Marshes in time to enjoy a pleasant afternoon stroll 
around the pools.  New birds appeared thick and fast; Golden -bellied Gerygone, Blue - tailed Bee -eater and a 
good selection of wildfowl that includ ed fine views of Philippine  Duck , Garganey and two Wandering Whistling 
Ducks. Both Yellow and Cinnamon Bitterns were common but a Black Bittern feeding brazenly in the open was 
more of a surprise. Sever al Javan Pond Herons were noted  and Philippine Swamphe n showed well. Muddy 

margins were home to Pheasant - tailed Jacana, White -browed Crake, Buff -banded and Barred Rails, and a 
female Greater Painted Snipe. Eastern Marsh Harrier hunted over distant fields and careful study  of the 
numerous doves present found s everal Philippine Collared Doves  ï a split from Island (Indonesian) Collared 
Dove . 
Next morning we arrived in a distinctly tropical Palawan where our first endemic ï Palawan Swiftlet ï was 
logged before even leaving the plane! Our first stop was the nearby  beach  but before we could concentrate on 

the egrets and waders we picked our way through the nearby scrub finding White -vented Shama, Olive -

winged Bulbul (recently proposed as an endemic split ï Ashy - fronted  Bulbul) and an unusually showy Blue 



Paradise Fl ycatcher. Since it was high tide the beach had little activity but our main target ï Chinese Egret ï 

fed close by and Grey - tailed Tattler, Turnstone and Grey Plover all roosted nearby.  
After lunch we drove north to Honda Bay and took a boat out to pictures que Pandan Island where we enjoyed 
good views of Pied Imperial Pigeons and Grey Imperial Pigeon, the latter a small - island specialist.  

Our pre -dawn drive into Iwahig the next morning allowed perched and flight views of several Large - tailed 
Nightjars and li kewise a pair of Greater Painted Snipe posed in the spotlight.  
Setting off at first light along the Balsahan Trail, we were full of anticipation for a hat - full of Palawan 
endemics. Unfortunately the weather had other ideas and we were soon standing sodden under our 

umbrellas! We did however manage views of Palawan Flycatcher , Ashy -headed Babbler, Fiery Minivet, 
Palawan Tits, Palawan and Pygmy Flowerpecker and Yellow - throated Leafbird. As we reached the vehicles 
again we had a major stroke of luck as a group  of four Palawan Hornbills flew in to dry themselves in the tall 
trees.  

  
 

Grey Imperial Pigeon and Chinese Egret © tour participants Tony Sawb ridge and Chris Farman  
 
After lunch we headed off in the direction of Sabang although our first stop was in a p roductive area of mature 
mangroves where several Copper - throated Sunbirds were seen in super quick time. Further along we walked 
some stretches of road with good forest and soon added our first Sulphur -bellied Bulbul, óPalawanô Bulbul 
(recent split from Gr ey -cheeked), more Palawan Tits and also Black -chinned Fruit Dove, the latter a welcome 

catch -up after missing them in Mindanao. We finished our birding for the day from a panoramic viewpoint 
where Blue -headed Racquet - tail appear ed right on cue for a flypas t, and then a pair of Philippine Cockatoo put 
on a fine performance.  
 
Taking the boat out from Sabang the next morning it was time for our long -anticipated visit to the famous 
Underground River. The river itself is fast becoming a very popular tourist dest ination but it was another 

attraction that we were here to see.  After some time we heard some distinctive call notes and sneaking into 

the forest we were treated to point -blank views of the stunning male Palawan Peacock Pheasant who casually 
strutted his s tuff all around us. Other attractions in the adjacent forest included our first Pin -striped Tit 
Babbler (or is it another cryptic endemic?), an obliging Palawan Blue Flycatcher and after some searching, a 
pair of Tabon Scrubfowl.  
After this relaxed birding  it was time for some harder work as we took to a hot and sweaty trail where our first 
highlight was a brightly coloured Red -bellied Pitta which soon melted away. Our main purpose here was 
seeking Falcated Ground Babbler and we soon had them calling, with most people getting good views after a 

long, long battle! Finally just as we finished with the babbler, a group of four HUGE Great Slaty Woodpeckers 
were attracted overhead and put on an amazing performance as the noisily danced around above us.  
Our aftern oon birding behind Sabang village was again productive starting with numerous Black -headed 
Bulbuls and two Hooded Pittas, continuing with Spot - throated Flameback (split from Common Flameback) and 
finishing with superb views of eight Blue -headed R acquet - tail s who posed, called and allo -preened  for as long 
as we cared to watch.  

 



  
 

Palawan Blue Flycatcher and Philippine Cockatoo   © Tony Sawbridge  
 

  
 

Palawan Hornbill and Palawan Frogmouth   © tour participant Chris Farman  
 

We had relatively few birds to  find on our last full day on Palawan but we started well before dawn with a 
Palawan Frogmouth called out onto the roadside. After breakfast we spent some time birding the roadsides 
where Hooded Pitta and two Philippine Cockatoos were again highlights and Crested Goshawk, Thick -billed 
Green Pigeon and Red -headed Flameback (a Greater Flameback split) were new. Our last mission was in the 
pleasant surrounds of the white beaches of Sabang where a pair of Malaysian Plovers were easily found 
roosting on offshore  rocks. In the afternoon we made our way back to Puerto Princesa and a final visit to 
Garcelliano beach where Lesser and Greater Sand Plovers and Red -necked Stints were new.  

Having already enjoyed great views of Palawan Cockatoo at St. Paulôs we no longer needed to make the long 
trip down to Narra to search for them there and instead used our final few hours of birding on Palawan for a 
return visit to the Balsahan Trail. Fortunately the weather was kinder to us on this occasion and after 
something of a batt le with the Melodious Babblers we were able to get great views of this subtle skulker. 

Rufous -backed Kingfishers and Ashy -headed Babblers were again seen and a quick stop in the nearby rice 
fields added our first Long - toed Stints of the trip. Then it was t ime for a flight back to Manila and a traffic - free 

transfer to Mount Makiling for our final destination of the tour. Our first afternoon was a relaxed affair as we 


