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Tour Summary 

Thailand has been known as a top tourist destination for quite some time. Foreigners and Ex-pats flock 

there for the beautiful scenery, great infrastructure, and delicious cuisine among other cultural aspects. 

For birders, it has recently caught up to big 

names like Borneo and Malaysia, in terms of 

respect for the avian delights it holds for 

visitors. Our twelve-day Highlights Tour to 

Thailand set out to sample a bit of the best of 

every major habitat type in the country, with 

a slight focus on the lush montane forests that 

hold most of the countryôs specialty bird 

species.  

The tour began in Bangkok, a bustling 

metropolis of winding narrow roads, 

flyovers, towering apartment buildings, and 

seemingly endless people. Despite the 

density and throng of humanity, many of the 

participants on the tour were able to enjoy a 

lovely dayôs visit to the Grand Palace and 

historic center of Bangkok, including a fun boat ride passing by several temples. A few early arrivals 

also had time to bird some of the urban park settings, even picking up a species or two we did not see on 

the Main Tour. For most, the tour began in earnest on November 15th, with our day tour of the salt pans, 

mudflats, wetlands, and mangroves of the famed Pak Thale Shore bird Project, and Laem Phak Bia 

mangroves.  

Within an hour of arriving at Pak Thale, we 

were thrilled to be viewing one of the main 

targets of the tour, the critically endangered 

Spoon-billed Sandpiper! In fact, we 

encountered two (and a third was enjoyed by 

our drivers who bird as well) of this adorable, 

once near-extinct species, a midst incredible 

numbers and diversity foraging and loafing 

on the Salt Pans of the Shorebird Project area. 

Some of the more impressive tallies we 

estimated were nearly 3000 Curlew, 

including a few Far Eastern Curlew, over 500 

Caspian Tern (as well as another 5 tern 

species), and more than 2000 Lesser and 

Greater Sand Plovers and Grey and Pacific 

Golden Plovers. Seeing shorebirds in such 

numbers is always an exciting experience and 

having direct comparisons of Red-necked and 

Crested Goshawk flight by Forrest Rowland 

Dark-necked Tailorbird by Forrest Rowland 
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Long-toed Stints, Curlew and Broad-billed Sandpipers, and both Sand Plovers is always a fun learning 

experience.  

Further down the coast from Pak Thale, other disjunct 

wetland stops we made scored us the exceptionally rare 

Nordmannôs Greenshank, as well as Greenshank, 

Redshank, Terek, Marsh, and Common Sandpipers, hordes 

of Great Knot, and wonderful views of a few passerines 

such as Racket-tailed Treepie, Golden-bellied Gerygone, 

Malaysian Pied Fantail, Oriental Reed Warbler, Dusky 

Warbler, Common Tailorbird, White-shouldered and 

Asian Pied Starlings, and more Myna than we could count 

en route to our lunch stop. The lunch stop deserves more 

than honorable mention. The food was to die for! Whatôs 

best, is our local guide and famed bird expert Uthai 

Treesucon very nonchalantly described the delicious 

seafood lunch as ñtypicalò. If it was, weôd all weigh 400lbs. 

Superb food, as we would find, really is typical of the 

country.  

Laem Phak Bia lived up to its fame as being the best site 

in the region for White-faced Plover, Malaysian Plover, 

and Chinese Egret, though the latter only showed well for one boat, alas. At the rocky promontory, we 

picked up a few more terns, Black Kite, Osprey, and during the boat ride through the mangroves, Lyleôs 

Fly Foxes were roosting by the dozen, among other fun encounters such as our first stunning Black-

capped Kingfisher. We wrapped up the day with a brief stop at a wetland paddock where we enjoyed 

wonderful views of Wood and Green Sandpiper, 

Purple Heron, gorgeous Grey-headed Lapwings (so 

much more striking in person than in the field 

guide!), Plaintive Cuckoo, Plain Prinia, Plain-

backed Sparrow, Brown Shrike, and definitive 

views of a number of egrets and herons. We arrived 

at our pleasant accommodations at Kaeng Krachan 

Country Club in time to enjoy a shower and 

Collared Scops Owls before dinner. It was a truly 

spectacular first day, netting us over 100 species! 

An auspicious start to a spectacularly rewarding 

tour.  

Our second day was spent along the main entrance 

to Kaeng Krachan National Park. Kaeng Krachan 

is Thailandôs newest, and largest National Park, 

spanning some 100kms near the Burmese border. 

The higher elevations on the hilltops and peaks 

reach up to about 700m elevation, providing a nice 

cross-section of habitats to explore. Unfortunately, 

Blue winged Leafbird by Forrest Rowland 

Chestnut-vented Nuthatch by Forrest Rowland 
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we were unable to reach the higher elevations 

due to a planned construction project that is 

slated to occupy some two years ñimprovingò 

the road up the mountains, transecting the 

park. Such improvements are never 

welcomed by birders, of course, because it 

damages the habitat. In our case, it would also 

cost us a few prize species that can only be 

found on the hilltop forest. Despite this 

logistical difficulty, our first day in the park, 

we nearly topped the first dayôs tally, entirely 

in the forest!  

Crested Goshawk, Rufous-fronted Babbler, 

Dark-necked Tailorbird, Common Hill Myna, 

and Oriental Pied Hornbill were our first five 

species of the day. Crimson Sunbird, Black-

and-Yellow Broadbill, Orange-breasted 

Trogon, Great Hornbill, and Blythôs Paradise 

Flycatcher were our final five. That, more or 

less, illustrates what an absolutely spectacular day we had! Fruiting trees, mixed flocks, and Asian Barred 

Owlets were relatively abundant, making today's exploits fairly painless. We went from one great 

sighting to the next, seamlessly. Black-thighed Falconets, Greater and Common Flamebacks at nests, 

Heart-spotted Woodpeckers at a nest, and a most obliging Asian Barred Owlet were amongst the 

highlights, as were two beautiful Rufous-bellied Eagles and Black Baza soaring through. Bulbuls and 

Barbets were, expectedly, the most diverse groups of the day, while White-throated Kingfisher, Black-

capped Kingfisher, and Common Kingfisher stood out as possibly the most colorful. Chinese and Hainan 

Blue Flycatchers, Ruby-cheeked, Olive-backed, and Crimson Sunbirds, however, beat them out of the 

honor. We managed great views in mixed flocks of Pin-striped Tit-babbler, Scarlet and Swinhoeôs 

Minivets, Black-winged Cuckooshrike, and 

the stunning Blue-winged and Greater Green 

Leafbirds, the latter of which was seen by 

only a few standing in exactly the right spot. 

Often is the case in brief encounters in the 

field. But perhaps the most thrilling moment 

for many participants, or at least the guides 

who are fully aware of how rare it is to see 

Partridges, was the Ferruginous Partridge 

show. It began by us working our way into 

position, looking upslope towards the singing 

birds, then me realizing there were two Scaly-

breasted/Green-legged Partridges in full view 

already! We watched these for a few minutes, 

before calling our prize ï the scarce 

Ferruginous Partridge. While these 

Banded Kingfisher by Forrest Rowland 

Orange-bellied Leafbird by Forrest Rowland 

https://www.rockjumperbirding.com/
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particulars tell part of the story, the sheer diversity and gob 

smacking colors of the butterflies and dragonflies are 

unparalleled here. In all levels of the forest, inside the shade 

and sun, butterflies abound, adding much to the enjoyment 

of the experience. Throw in Flying Lizard or two, singing 

Striped Squirrels, lounging-to-active Dusky Langur, not 

particularly attractive but curious Stub-tailed Macaque, and 

it made for an outstanding first full day in the park. It was 

celebrated with some cold beer and more delicious food back 

at the Country Club that evening.  

Our second full day in Kaeng Krachan area was a bit more 

laid back, despite doing a bit more hiking. We were able to 

enjoy second and third views of species seen the day prior, 

as well as adding several new key species. Some of the 

welcome additions were dozens of Thick-billed Green, and 

one Wedge-tailed Green Pigeons, Greater Yellownape, the 

magnificent Wreathed Hornbill, Brown-cheeked Fulvetta, 

Crested Honey-Buzzard, Blythôs Paradise Flycatcher, White-

bellied Erpornis, Thick-billed and Yellow-vented 

Flowerpecker, Violet Cuckoo, Tickellôs Blue Flycatcher, 

Raffelôs Malkoha, Blue-bearded Bee-eater, Crested Serpent-Eagle and several more. Perhaps more 

satisfying were the improved looks we had of the splendid Orange-breasted Trogon (a male and female 

of which sat most obligingly at eye-level, for walk-away views and photos), Heart-spotted Woodpecker, 

and Great Hornbills in flight which is always a mind-blowing sight! In the afternoon, we left the park 

itself to drier climes around the Country Club accommodations. We spent a bit of time looking for 

Lanceolated Warbler, Asian Koel, and Indochinese Bushlark whilst scanning wetlands where we picked 

up Lesser Whistling-Duck and Yellow Bittern, as well as a host of Swallows and Little Bee-eaters coming 

to enjoy the water. At dusk, we went to a roost site for Spotted Owlet where we were afforded views, 

followed up by a thankfully shortstop (after a 

huge day in the field) for some nightjar 

searching. It was brilliant! It took less than ten 

minutes to have both Indian and Large-tailed 

Nightjars come sailing past us, curious, 

allowing great views in the spotlight. 

Mammals were notable today, as well, with 

fantastic sightings of Dusky Langur, Lar 

Gibbon, and Creamy-bellied Giant Squirrel 

topping the list!  

We began our fourth day of the tour by 

picking up a few key species in the hot, drier, 

areas around the accommodations just after 

breakfast, taking advantage of the cooler 

hours of the morning. The Country Club 

Orange-breasted Trogon  

by Forrest Rowland 

Elephant by Forrest Rowland 
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grounds are mostly drier scrub and dense deciduous forest. There are some amazing species here, most 

of which are incredibly difficult to get views of. We counted ourselves fortunate to glimpse Large 

Scimitar Babbler (a couple of participants, at least), and get short views of Greater Necklaced 

Laughingthrush. Both notoriously tough to 

see well! Grey-faced Buzzard was a boon, as 

this species had never before been recorded 

on any Rockjumper Tour to Thailand! 

Migration served up a few Oriental Honey 

Buzzard and Black Bazas as well. Thick-

billed and Lanceolated Warblers showed for 

a few folks, while Grey-breasted Prinia, the 

garrulous and attractive Rufous Treepie, and 

stunning Scarlet-backed Flowerpecker all 

showed very nicely indeed.  

Given the long travel today, we headed 

directly to the coast to look for Asiatic 

Dowitcher. Unfortunately, we dipped, and 

there were no reports the week prior, either. 

Perhaps they pushed on through before more 

could arrive. We did manage to find a few nice new shorebirds, though, including lovely looks at Pied 

Avocet, Temminckôs and Little Stint, and we had the good fortune to see a Spot-billed Pelican, to boot! 

Richardôs and Paddyfield Pipits were cruising along the dike in front of our vehicles as we exited when 

a small lark scooted out into the road. I called a halt to examine. We initially thought it must be Oriental 

Skylark, given the crested effect, but that was ephemeral and left us uneasy. Upon further inspection, we 

realized that we had Thailandôs second record 

for Sykesôs Short-toed Lark!!! Numerous 

photographs were taken for confirmation. It 

was Uthaiôs first for Thailand, of course, and 

we all thrilled to score him a new Thai bird. 

Not every day the author of the book gets a 

new bird.  

The long drive to Khao Yai was sufficiently 

broken up with some insanely productive 

wetland stops. 6 species of Waterfowl, Indian 

Cormorant, White-browed and Ruddy-

breasted Crakes, Bronze-winged and 

Pheasant-tailed Jacanas, Oriental Darter, 

Cinnamon Bittern (first time for RJ Thailand 

tours!), Yellow Bittern, Pink-necked Green 

Pigeon, Asian Golden Weaver, and Pallasôs 

Grasshopper (Rusty-rumped) Warblers were among the many new species we picked up this afternoon. 

It made the late (8 pm) arrival to dinner well worth it, with memories of cute Cotton Pygmy Geese and 

Pallas's Leaf Warbler by Forrest Rowland 

Rufescent Prinia by Forrest Rowland 

https://www.rockjumperbirding.com/
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elegant Pheasant-tailed Jacanas to tide us over until more delicious food could be consumed. It was on 

to Khao Yai, and more forest birding for us! 

Khao Yai is one of Thailandôs largest National Parks. At more 

than 2,000 square kilometers of area, it is home to some of the 

finest foothill native forest, and creatures that live there, in the 

country. It has more of a montane feel than Kaeng Krachan, 

with cooler temps and more broadleafed forests, though it does 

suffer a bit from popularity. Most days of the week hundreds of 

tourists are languishing in the shade of 80m tall trees and 

exploring the various cave systems and creeks that the park is 

famous for. Our two full days in this wildly species-rich region 

was perhaps unparalleled in terms of birding visits prior. While 

we had a few misses, we had a stunning array of fabulous 

surprises and more target species than I can name here.  

Our time in Khao Yai started off with an act that was hard to 

follow up: two dozen Asian Elephants of all ages. It was our 

first sighting in the park! Truly amazing, as only 300 of these 

spectacular animals roam the 2000+ square kilometers forests 

and grasslands of Khao Yai National Park, meaning that they 

are surprisingly easy to miss. We counted ourselves very lucky 

indeed to have had three encounters of varying degrees, 

including one bull that had our vehicles blocked from leaving 

the carpark! Thankfully, the thirsty elephant didnôt linger and allowed amazing photo ops while bathing 

and drinking from the nearby river. Our first dayôs exploits were many, with other highlights included 

observing 4 species of Hornbills feeding in a fruiting fig with a Binturong! The nocturnal Binturong was 

lounging for most of our observation period 

but was still exciting to see. These scarce 

forest-dwelling relatives of Civets is also 

known as the Bearcat and is famed as being 

one of only two carnivores with a prehensile 

tail. It also loves figs, apparently, as most 

sightings (which are relatively very few in the 

wild) are from individuals gorging 

themselves on certain fig fruits. The stunning 

Red-headed Trogon, fabulous Long-tailed 

Broadbill, colorful Laced Woodpecker, 

scarce Van Hasseltôs Sunbird, retiring but 

beautiful Banded Kingfisher, and massive 

Great Eared Nightjar were among the long list 

of wonderful sightings our first day in the 

park.  

While our first day yielded the most 

wonderful mammal sightings, our second full 

Red-headed Trogon  

by Forrest Rowland 

Stub-tailed Macaque by Forrest Rowland 
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day in Khao Yai was, perhaps, even more, 

memorable for birding than the first. It started off 

with a successful search for the shy Silver 

Pheasant, which defies belief in terms of 

plumage. We had scores of new species in mixed 

flocks, mostly coming to Collared Owlet 

playback and actual owlets which were a boon. 

Some of the mixed flock species included 

Chestnut-flanked and Humeôs/Swinhoeôs White-

eyes, Sulphur-breasted, Claudiaôs Leaf, Raddeôs, 

Alstromôs, and Martensôs Warblers, Ashy, Grey-

eyed, and Puff-throated Bulbuls, as well as 

several White-bellied Erpornis. We found 

Mountain Imperial Pigeon, Barred Cuckoo-

Dove, Mountain Hawk-Eagle, Orange-breasted 

Trogon, Large Scimitar Babbler, Black-and-Buff 

Woodpecker, Common Green Magpie, and a few 

laughingthrushes during the morning, but the 

afternoon was the real show. We drove well over 

an hour to Sakaerat Biosphere Reserve and 

Environmental Project. This site lies on the drier side of Khao Yai, where habitats include deciduous 

broadleaf forest but also dipterocarp forest. It was here that we went in search of Siamese Fireback. 

Thinking that the search might be marginally successful and the birds themselves shy, we were primed 

and on edge when a female wandered out into the road next to our vehicle. We quietly slipped out of the 

vehicle before realizing we were absolutely surrounded by the spectacular pheasants! Thailandôs 

National Bird put on an unforgettable show for us that afternoon, with 9 individuals displaying, courting, 

chasing one another foraging, posing, and coming to within, literally, 2 meters of the group!!! It was 

something akin to spiritual, and many of the participants were truly moved by the encounter, which will 

probably be remembered as the single most exciting moment of the tour. A little time in the dipterocarp 

forest turned up a few specialties. New birds for us included Rufescent Prinia, Burmese Shrike, Gray-

capped Pygmy Woodpecker, Red-breasted 

Parakeet, Southern Sooty-headed Bulbul, and 

others.  

We made our way to Bangkok, hitting a few 

choice birding stops en route, before catching 

our late afternoon flight to Chiang Mai. 

Habitats today included a beautiful wat 

(temple) and the dry forests surrounding, 

grasslands, and marsh, most areas being 

somewhat disturbed but the birding still very 

exciting! A few choice stops yielded up 

Yellow-vented Bulbul, Rain Quail, 

Indochinese Bushlark, Oriental Skylark, the 

endemic Rufous Limestone Babbler, and one Silver-eared Laughingthrush by Forrest Rowland 

Spot-breasted Parrotbill by Forrest Rowland 
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of the few tickable introduced populations of 

the lovely Java Sparrow which has been 

established in Bangkok for some 50 years. 

Our flights were uneventful and pleasant.  

As Thailandôs second-largest city, and a 

tourist hub, Chiang Mai has a lot to offer the 

general public. For birders, itôs pretty much a 

jumping-off point to the numerous fantastic 

birding sites in the northern reaches of the 

country, where the Himalaya meet the 

tropics. Traffic can be a bit of a nightmare, 

and though we did suffer a delay because of 

it, we scored amazing birds at all our birding 

destinations. Our limited time in Chiang Mai 

was interesting, as the culture here seems 

somewhat more provincial than Bangkok, 

from what little we could make of it during 

our time.  

We began birding the mountainscapes of northern Thailand at the Kingôs Project Huao Huang Krai, in 

search of one of the most spectacular birds on Earth ï Green Peafowl. It took less than 5 minutes to lace 

two gorgeous males, whose color scheme is somehow even more impressive than that of its more 

widespread and common cousin, Blue (or Common) Peafowl. The Green Peafowl is larger, gaudier, and 

more dapper, by most estimation, as well. It is truly beyond imagination. We saw a few other nice key 

species at the site, though we didnôt linger. Other stars of the show included Red-billed Magpie Jay, 

which was high on the dayôs list of highlights.  

Our next stop was to the Mae Teng Irrigation Project, where dams and what control schemes are 

experimented, and the riverine wetlands and mudflats host many great species. Numerous White and one 

Citrine Wagtail were among the passerine highlights along with great views of Baikal Bush Warbler, 

which is normally dead hard to see. Stilts, Little Ringed Plover, Green, Wood, and Common Sandpipers, 

Common Moorhen, Common Snipe, and several herons haunted the mudflats and visible river edge, but 

it was a lost River Tern that provided the 

largest excitement for the day. This species 

used to breed in Thailand by the hundreds, 

some 70 years ago. Now, they are less than 

annual visitors, with our sighting being only 

the third since 2011! We were ecstatic to be 

able to watch this elegant bird loaf, forage, 

and ultimately catch a tasty fish lunch.  

After a scrumptious duck noodle lunch, we 

headed to some nearby rice paddies, hoping 

to find water. We scored huge, with dozens of 

Snipe to show for it! We managed great Siamese Firebacks by Forrest Rowland 

Rufous-gorgeted Flycatcher cute 

Rufous-gorgeted Flycatcher by Forrest Rowland 
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