JAMAICAN ENDEMICS    

DECEMBER 5-10, 2012

     Jamaica boasts 27 or 28 endemic bird species, depending upon which taxonomic authority you choose to put your faith in. What is certain is that no other Caribbean island has as many. In addition to Jamaica’s endemic richness, it also is home to 14 other species found only in the Greater Antilles. Along with the presence of many wintering neotropical migrants, this trip will offer some of the best winter bird watching available in the Caribbean. It is a small, easily navigable island and this short tour will give participants a chance to see all of the endemics without a great deal of driving. We will limit our visit to the eastern portion of the island and visit its best birding sites including Hardwar Gap, the Blue Mountains, Abbey Green, Ecclesdown Road and Hellshire Hills. High quality and comfortable accommodations and delicious Jamaican cuisine will accentuate the experience for everyone. 

December 5, Day 1, Arrival in Kingston and transfer to Mona Lodge.

The trip begins today with our arrival at the international airport in Kingston. After collecting our luggage and clearing customs we will be transferred to our hotel on the grounds of the University of the West Indies which is about 30 minutes away. If people arrive early enough, we will take a short walk around the campus grounds where we can begin familiarizing ourselves with some of Jamaica’s common birds. Flowering trees near the hotel usually host Streamertail, Vervain Hummingbird and Jamaican Mango and the lush growth on the campus is home to Jamaican Euphonia, Greater Antillean Grackle, Zenaida Dove, Yellow-billed Parrot and many wintering warblers. Night at Mona Lodge.

December 6, Day 2, Hellshire Hills & Old Mine Trail.

The dry forest of the Hellshire Hills is the only place in Jamaica to see two Caribbean endemics: Bahama Mockingbird and Stolid Flycatcher. Arriving at prime birding time will require an early departure from Kingston, as this area gets very hot by mid-morning. We’ll spend a few hours birding Hellshire; it shouldn’t be too difficult to find our two targets. By late morning we’ll return to Kingston for lunch and then continue on to Forres Park where we’ll spend the next two nights.

The lodge is beautifully situated on a hillside with spectacular views of the Blue Mountains. Some of the more common endemics will be present here including White-chinned Thrush, Jamaican Spindalis and Jamaican Woodpecker. Later in the afternoon we’ll drive about 15 minutes to the Old Mine Trail for our first chance at some of the less common endemics including Crested Quail-Dove, Jamaican Elaenia and Ring-tailed Pigeon. In the evening we’ll search for Jamaican Owl on the hotel grounds. Night at Forres Park.

December 7, Day 3, Abbey Green.

Abbey Green, located at an elevation of 5,000 feet in the heart of the Blue Mountains, is a working coffee plantation and a wonderful birding venue. The drive from Forres Park will be an exciting affair as we will ascend via a narrow, sinewy dirt road that can be impassable in poor weather. The slow pace required by the access track will be to our advantage as it will provide ample opportunity to locate birds in the heavy vegetative growth along the way. Some of the endemics that will be present here include Chestnut-bellied Cuckoo, Ring-tailed Pigeon, Orangequit, Jamaican Vireo, Rufous-tailed Flycatcher and Sad Flycatcher. We will carry a box lunch to enjoy somewhere on the plantation and will also take time to sample some Blue Mountain coffee which is considered by many java connoisseurs to be the world’s finest. In keeping with the leisurely pace of the tour, we will plan to be back in Forres Park by late afternoon in order to have some time to enjoy the view from the veranda while sipping a fruity Jamaican rum punch. Night at Forres Park. 

December 8, Day 4,  Hardwar Gap & Drive to Port Antonio.

Hardwar Gap is another section of high country forest, however unlike the two previous days, this portion of the Blue Mountains can be birded from a lightly traveled, paved road. Though much of this area has been cleared for farmland, there are extensive patches of forest remaining and some of the rarer endemics are present. If we are lucky we will get our first glimpses of the scarce Jamaican Blackbird here. This endemic is in its own genus and is unrelated to other blackbirds. They require wet, mature forests and the area around Hardware Gap is an excellent place to find them. Crested Quail-Doves, another difficult to see endemic, can also be found here. Like most quail-doves, they are shy and reclusive and heard more often than seen. Their haunting songs are a common sound in these hills and are the reason locals have dubbed them “mountain witch.” Some of the other endemics that will be present at Hardwar Gap are Blue Mountain Vireo,  Jamaican Becard, Jamaican Pewee and Yellow-shouldered Grassquit. After another picnic lunch we will drive to the northeast portion of the island where we will spend the next two nights at Hotel Mockingbird Hill near Port Antonio. We will arrive with plenty of time to walk the grounds that have been heavily landscaped to encourage birds. Here we should find Zenaida Dove, Caribbean Dove, the black-billed form of the Streamertail as well as an abundance of wintering warblers. Night at Mockingbird Hill.
December 9, Day 5, Ecclesdown Road.

This morning will be spent birding on Ecclesdown Road which winds through the eastern foothills of the Blue Mountains. Though agricultural clearing is in evidence, there are still large tracts of undisturbed forest that are excellent for birding. Since this is a lightly traveled road we will be able to walk through the best sections and this will increase our chances of locating our target species. This will be another excellent opportunity to see the shy Crested Quail-Dove as they frequently come onto the road edges early in the morning to feed. Jamaican Blackbird is also possible here and we will make it a point to find one if we were unsuccessful at Hardware Gap. The other three targets here will be Jamaican Crow, Yellow-billed Parrot and Black-billed Parrot. The parrots are often seen in the early morning as depart their evening roosts and head to feeding areas. We’ll plan to return to Mockingbird Hill for lunch and the afternoon will be free to allow for more birding on the grounds or trips into nearby Port Antonio to mingle with the locals. Night at Mockingbird Hill.
December 10, Day 6, Return to Kingston for afternoon flights home.

TOUR SIZE: The tour will be limited to a maximum of ten people and a minimum of six will be necessary to guarantee the quoted price.
TOUR COST: The cost of the tour will be $2195 USD per person for double occupancy. A single supplement of $500 will be charged to anyone requesting a single room or for whom a  roommate is unavailable. The price is all-inclusive from Kingston and includes all meals beginning with dinner on Day 1 and ending with lunch on Day 6, all lodging from Day 1 through Day 5, ground transportation, park entrance fees and guide fees. It does not include airfare between your home and Jamaica, airport departure taxes, alcoholic drinks, phone calls, baggage handling fees, gratuities or any other item of a personal nature.
DEPOSIT AND REGISTRATION: A deposit of $500 USD will be required to secure a place on the tour. Also required is a signed and completed registration form which is available on the website at otusasiotours.com. The remaining balance will be due 90 days prior to departure (September 5, 2012). 
CANCELLATION POLICY: The cancellation policy is as follows:

More than 90 days from departure date: ½ of the deposit will be refunded

Less than 90 days prior to departure and after full payment has been received: limited to that which can be recouped from vendors, airlines and booking agencies. This may be as little as 25% of the amount paid.
We strongly recommend that you purchase trip insurance to protect yourself in the event that you have to cancel the tour. Squaremouth.com has policies to cover virtually every contingency. Check their website for details. 

CLIMATE: The days are generally quite warm and humid, and summer clothes are suitable year-round. Please be prepared for rather cool, damp weather in the Blue Mountains, where low temperatures can be in the mid-50s F and it is often misty and damp. December is the beginning of the dry season in Jamaica, but nevertheless, you should be prepared for frequent rain showers, especially in the Blue Mountains. 
CURRENCY: The currency in Jamaica is Jamaican Dollars (JMD). As of this writing $1 USD buys about 85 JMD. Currency can be readily exchanged at the airport in Kingston.
ENTRY REQUIREMENTS: All visitors must have a valid passport. Citizens of the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom do not need visas. Anyone visiting Jamaica within six weeks of being in South America must show proof of yellow fever vaccination. A $27 USD departure tax is required upon leaving Jamaica. Most airfares include this tax, but check with your airline or travel agent to be certain.

HEALTH:  Malaria is not present in Jamaica and it is not necessary to take anti-malarial drugs. Dengue Fever is present throughout the Caribbean and using a DEET based insect repellant and wearing long pants and long-sleeved shirts is suggested when visiting areas where mosquitoes are present. For any travelers it is always a good idea to have current tetanus and Hepatitis A vaccines and Hepatitis B is also recommended. Water is not potable in Jamaica, but bottled and purified water is readily available throughout the tour. 
TIME:  Jamaica is on Eastern Standard Time in December. 
LANGUAGE:  English is the official language of Jamaica. 
INFORMATION: For further information, contact Jan Hansen at otusasiotours@me.com or at 919-259-9423.
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Ring-tailed Pigeon
Crested Quail-Dove
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Jamaican Spindalis
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*Black-billed & Red-billed races are currently considered a single species called Streamertail.

CARIBBEAN ENDEMICS PRESENT IN JAMAICA

West Indian Whistling-Duck (difficult in eastern Jamaica)

Plain Pigeon

Antillean Nighthawk (summer only)

Antillean Palm-Swift

Vervain Hummingbird

Greater Antillean Elaenia

Stolid Flycatcher

Loggerhead Kingbird

Caribbean Martin (summer only)

Bahama Mockingbird

Rufous-throated Solitaire

Greater Antillean Bullfinch

Greater Antillean Grackle

Jamaican Oriole

