
BIRDING ABROAD LTD 

THE GAMBIA ï COASTAL WEST AFRICA  

Wednesday 10th to Wednesday 17th January 2024 

TOUR OVERVIEW:  With the exception of its western coastline along the Atlantic Ocean, The 

Gambia is almost entirely surrounded by Senegal. It offers a safe and easy introduction to 

sub-Saharan African birding, characterised by colourful and exotic bird families endemic to 

this vast continent. At the same time, it provides a winter home for many European migrants, 

from warblers to chats and from terns to raptors. The Gambia is a small country, only 190 

miles long and some 30 miles wide, but nevertheless it provides visiting birders access to a 

great variety of fantastic habitats, such as mangroves, dry canopy forest, savannah, marshes, 

coastal lagoons and beaches. The magnificent and navigable River Gambia forms the 

strategic backbone to the country, a wide shimmering ribbon of water flowing from the heart 

of Africa to the Atlantic coast. We can expect to see a large variety of bird species, towards 

230, during our weekôs stay.  

The Gambia has a fascinating history, sharing with other West African countries historical 

connections to the slave trade of the 18th and 19th centuries. It was from here that Kunta Kinte, 

the main character in Alex Haleyôs well-known novel Roots, was taken to begin life and the 

great struggle for freedom in the New World. The Gambia gained independence from Britain 

as recently as 1965, and English is still widely spoken amongst several local languages, in a 

country which embraces a wide mix of cultures. The country is often referred to as the óSmiling 

Coastô. It is known for the friendliness and warm hospitality of its captivating people, who live 

peacefully amidst religious tolerance and political stability. 

 

Bearded Barbet, the bristles give 

the bird its name 



TOUR DESCRIPTION:  An 8-day full board tour, escaping the winter cold of the UK, to 

experience the birdlife and scenery of West Africa with warmth and sunshine throughout. We 

would categorise our stay as relaxing and easy-going, with time to soak up the ambience of 

the country and marvel at its superb bird watching. We stay throughout in one hotel on the 

coast, amongst a well-developed European tourist infrastructure. From here we can easily 

access some of the best and most well-known Gambian nature reserves and birding hot spots, 

many of which are less than one hour drive from the hotel. Here too we can witness the 

vibrancy, radiant colours and warm cordiality of local and still very traditional village life.    

PHOTOGRAPHIC OPPORTUNITIES: Light is much brighter than in the UK so you should 

expect good results. Many of the coastal reserves have shaded screens with drinking pools 

which attract a wide variety of birds, enabling some close encounters.  The relaxed pace of 

our tour affords us plenty of opportunities to take lots of photographs. Even short roadside 

stops can create chances for a host of birds sitting out as if just waiting to be photographed.  

Make no mistake this is true Africa and the avian riches on offer are tremendous.    

 

BIRD LIST: Highlights could include Stone Partridge, Double-spurred Francolin, Anhanta 

Francolin, White-faced Whistling-duck, Blue-spotted and Black-billed Wood-dove, Namaqua 

Dove, African Green-pigeon, Speckled Pigeon, Four-banded Sandgrouse, Long-tailed 

Nightjar, Mottled Spinetail, Senegal Coucal, Klaasôs Cuckoo, Black Crake, Allenôs Gallinule, 

Western Plantain-eater, Green Turaco, Violet Turaco, Hadada Ibis, Goliath Heron, White-

Swallow-tailed Bee-eater, one of several 

species of bee-eater possible on the tour 



backed Night-heron, Black Heron, Hamerkop, Pink-backed Pelican, African Darter,  Senegal 

Thick-knee, Kittlitzôs Plover, White-fronted Plover, Greater Painted-snipe, African Jacana, 

Kelp Gull, Grey-headed Gull, West African Crested Tern, Pearl-spotted Owlet, Northern 

White-faced Owl, African Wood-owl, Verreauxôs Eagle-owl, Greyish Eagle-owl, African 

Harrier-hawk, Palm-nut Vulture, Bateleur, Beaudouinôs Snake-eagle, Long-crested Eagle,  

Wahlbergôs Eagle, Grasshopper Buzzard, Lizard Buzzard, Dark Chanting-goshawk, Gabar 

Goshawk, African Fish-eagle, hornbills (Red-billed, African Grey, West African Pied), Green 

Woodhoopoe, Black Scimitarbill, bee-eaters (Little, Swallow-tailed, White-throated, Blue-

cheeked, European and with luck Northern Carmine), rollers (Purple, Blue-bellied, Abyssinian, 

Broad-billed), kingfishers (African Pygmy, Malachite, Striped, Grey-headed, Blue-breasted, 

Pied and Giant), Yellow-fronted Tinkerbird, Vieillotôs Barbet, Bearded Barbet,  woodpeckers 

(Cardinal, Fine-spotted, Grey, Buff-spotted), Red-necked Falcon, Lanner Falcon, Senegal and 

Brown-necked Parrots, African Golden Oriole, Northern Puffback, Black-crowned Tchagra, 

Grey-headed Bush-shrike, Brubru, Yellow-crowned Gonolek, African and Red-bellied 

Paradise-flycatchers, Yellow-billed Shrike, Piapiac, Northern and Green Crombecs, Senegal 

Eremomela, Yellow-breasted Apalis, Bleating Camaroptera, Oriole Warbler, Red-winged 

Prinia, Fanti-Saw-wing, Mosque Swallow, Yellow-throated Greenbul, Brown and Blackcap 

Babbler, glossy starlings (Long-tailed, Lesser Blue-eared, Purple, Bronze-tailed, Greater Blue-

eared), African Thrush, Northern Black-flycatcher, Pale-eyed Black Tit, Snowy-crowned and 

White-crowned Robin-chats, White-fronted Black-chat, sunbirds (Mouse-brown, Scarlet-

chested, Beautiful, Splendid, Variable, Copper, Collared), White-billed Buffalo-weaver, 

Chestnut-crowned Sparrow-weaver, bishops (Northern Red, Black-winged), weavers (Little, 

Black-necked, Vitelline Masked, Village),  Red-billed Firefinch, Red-cheeked Cordon-bleu, 

Western Bluebill, waxbills (Lavender, Orange-cheeked, Black-rumped), African Quailfinch, 

Bronze Mannikin, Village Indigobird, Northern Grey-headed Sparrow,  Yellow-fronted Canary.   

 
Red-cheeked Cordon-bleu, one of many dazzling seedeaters 



In addition, we should see several wintering European species, always an interesting aspect 

to any trip, including an assortment of the following warblers: Western Bonelliôs, Melodious, 

Western Subalpine, Western Olivaceous, Willow, Common Chiffchaff, Common Whitethroat, 

plus Northern Wheatear, Whinchat, Woodchat Shrike and Common Nightingale.  

MAMMALS & OTHER WILDLIFE: Until the last century, the region held many of the big 

mammals now confined to East and South Africa, but their ranges have since retreated.  Huge 

termite mounds are scattered across the landscape providing a reminder that this is Africa. Of 

the Old-World monkeys, we can expect to see Green Vervet Monkey and with luck, Guinea 

Baboon and even Western Red Colobus and Patas Monkeys. Bushbuck and Sitatunga (a 

marsh dwelling antelope) are very elusive but possible. We should spot a basking West African 

Crocodile and perhaps expect to see the large West African Nile Monitor lizard lazing in the 

mangroves. Fruit bats fly over at dusk and for those with an interest in butterflies and 

wildflowers there is a bountiful array to keep us occupied.   

ACCOMMODATION & FOOD: Our base for all seven nights is a good quality, beach front 

hotel accustomed to Western tourists. First-hand experience has shown there is a wide 

variation in both hotel quality and price in The Gambia, lower price usually equating to poorer 

quality and less attractive surroundings. By paying a little more, we believe that our hotel will 

meet your expectations and enhance your comfort and enjoyment. The hotel is a quiet, adult 

only premise benefiting from en-suite rooms, a restaurant, bar, pool, gardens and terraces 

which overlook the beach. The evening menu is varied, aimed very much at the European 

tourist, though some nights we might choose to eat in local restaurants where the food is also 

excellent.  Breakfasts include both cooked and ócontinentalô styles. Cold beer, wine and soft 

drinks are available throughout. Lunches will be taken at local eco-lodges.  

 



WEATHER: The Gambia lies between the Tropic of Cancer and the Equator and enjoys a 

tropical climate. The rainy season lasts from June until early November, after which 

precipitation decreases and a dry season ensues. At the time of our visit, we can expect sunny 

dry weather, with temperatures in the middle of the day reaching a balmy 30 degrees C.  

HEALTH: For visitors from the UK, no vaccinations are compulsory to visit The Gambia. 

However certain medications such as anti-malaria tablets and a Yellow Fever vaccination may 

be recommended. It is recommended you check with your GP on the necessary health 

precautions and take any requisite action within good time for the trip.   

PACE & DAILY ROUTINE: Our itinerary will unfold at a steady pace. We will have breakfast 

at about 07.00 each day, followed by full morning and shorter afternoon birding sessions, 

usually interspersed with a pleasant, sometimes extended lunch break in a cool and shady 

spot, perhaps watching over a ódrinking poolô where birds come in from the surrounding forest 

to quench their thirst. If close enough we may head back to the hotel for a short break, where 

even a brief nap wonôt be off the cards offsetting the heat of the middle of the day. We will 

generally be back at our lodgings by 17.30 each day. Most road journeys around this coastal 

region are quite short, lasting up to one hour only, occasionally a little longer.  

 

PRICE: The price is £2695 pp to include your international flights, full board accommodation 

(bed, breakfast, lunch and evening meal), all transport in The Gambia by comfortable bus in 

with local driver, reserve entrance fees, the services of your Birding Abroad leaders and an 

English-speaking Gambian bird guide. Lunches will either be a light buffet or a packed lunch. 

Bottled water will be supplied each day. Tipping is widely expected so this is also covered in 

the price. Not included are any drinks not supplied with meals and any souvenirs or ad hoc 

purchases you wish to make. A single room supplement of £350 applies. Rooms featuring a 

private pool accessed directly from your bedroom come at a small supplement (price available 

on request). Meals are included from breakfast on day 2 until lunch on our last day.  

Yellow-crowned Gonolek 



To secure a place on this exciting tour, please complete a booking form and return this with a 

£300 deposit.  

INTERNATIONAL FLIGHTS: Direct flights from the UK to The Gambia are operated by TUI 

from Manchester. The TUI schedule involves a lunchtime departure arriving at Banjul in the 

evening. Return flights depart in the evening, arriving back to the UK in the early hours of the 

next day. As we will be working with TUI to package this tour, your flights (which include ATOL 

certification) are included in the tour price. Your Birding Abroad leaders intend to take these 

TUI Manchester flights, Wednesday to Wednesday. There is an option for those wishing to 

use London Gatwick airport to join the ground tour ï please contact us for details.  

GROUP SIZE: The tour will proceed with five plus a Birding Abroad leader, up to a maximum 

of 10 plus two leaders.  

 

Klaasôs Cuckoo, a small and colourful intra-African migrant  

 



DAY TO DAY ITINERARY 

Day 1 - Fly UK to Banjul. We will rendezvous in the evening at our hotel in South Kotu. Should 

you choose to travel on the same flight as your Birding Abroad leaders then we will meet at 

Manchester airport ready for the outward flight to The Gambia.  The transfer from the airport 

to our beachside hotel in South Kotu takes around 45 minutes, where following check in, there 

will be time for a welcome night-cap and a brief run through of our plans for the next day. If 

you have opted to travel out to The Gambia in preceding days, then please be ready to meet 

the rest of the group at the evening briefing. Night South Kotu.  

Day 2 - Kotu Creek. We stay very local on our first day. Our guided walk will be close to the 

hotel as we take a stroll towards Kotu Creek, a site famous amongst local bird watchers for 

hosting a microcosm of the many habitat types found elsewhere in The Gambia. At some 

stage it seems the majority of Gambian birds appear at Kotu Creek and by taking our time we 

can become acquainted with the wide variety on offer. Bee-eaters including Swallow-tailed, 

Little and Blue-cheeked can be watched making short, colourful aerial sorties. On the creek 

itself, several types of Ciconiiformes can be found feeding, including Black Herons which adopt 

a characteristic óopen umbrellaô style, African Sacred Ibis and the unique Hamerkop. The large 

and the small of the kingfisher world might flash by with Giant and Malachite both present. 

Amongst or over the palms and thickets we are likely see Western Plantain-eaters, the largely 

vegetarian Palm-nut Vulture Speckled Pigeon and Green Woodhoopoe, whilst waders often 

include Wood Sandpiper and Whimbrel and more sporadic Greater Painted-snipe. Caspian 

Terns ply the riversides, whilst Red-chested and Wire-tailed Swallows occupy the sky above.  

 



Being near to the hotel we have the option of returning for lunch or perhaps calling at one of 

the many local cafes. Of interest to many UK based birders, wintering Western Olivaceous 

and Western Subalpine Warblers can be found giving the chance to admire these sought-after 

species. Those with an interest in dragonflies and butterflies will find plenty to discover here 

too.  

Day 3 - Brufut Woods and Tangi.   Today our introduction to Gambian birding continues at 

Brufut Woods, only a short drive from the hotel. Within a short distance of walking, we can 

expect to see Blue-winged and Black-billed Wood-doves, White-crowned Robin-chat, the 

magnificent Oriole Warbler and up to five species of sunbird. Sheltered from the sun, we can 

sit quietly over-looking small drinking pools which should produce an assortment of seed-eater 

species such as Lavender Waxbill, Little, Village and Chestnut-and-black Weavers, Western 

Bluebill and Red-cheeked Cordon-bleu. Our local guide will hopefully find us a cryptically 

plumaged Long-tailed Nightjar, sitting motionless amongst the leaf litter.  

 

We will have a light buffet lunch at the adjacent Tangi reserve, and whilst sitting in the shade 

and waiting for the birds to come to us, our list of species will be ever expanding. With patience 

we can expect Black-crowned Tchagra, Yellow-billed Shrike, the nuthatch-like Northern 

Crombec, both Red-billed and African Grey Hornbills, Yellow-throated Greenbul and the 

unobtrusive African Thrush to emerge from the dappled sunlight of the woods.  

We can take a stroll along the shore here where many Grey-headed and Slender-billed Gulls 

gather, sometimes joined by a mighty Kelp Gull, whilst feeding terns include West African 

Crested, a recent split from Royal Tern. By late afternoon we will go back to our hotel where 

those that wish can enjoy a sundowner besides the pool or maybe a short stroll along the 

beach. Night South Kotu. 

Long-tailed Nightjar sits cryptically in the leaf litter hoping to avoid detection 



Day 4 - Kartong, Footsteps Lodge and Tujereng Woods. Today we make the short drive 

down the coast to Kartong. Here ringers have established a bird observatory and the 

surrounding area hosts a profusion of Palearctic land migrants and shore birds alike. Careful 

scanning of the beach is likely to produce a sighting of the uncommon White-fronted Plover, 

whilst reed fringed pools offer our best chance of seeing the shy Allenôs Gallinule. Overhead 

we will check through the assortment of óswiftsô for African Palm-swift, Little and Mottled 

Spinetail. Wetter meadows host wintering Red-throated Pipits and flava wagtails, whilst 

thickets hold Common Nightingales some of which may have bred in England.  

Heading back north along the coast, we can take lunch at Footsteps Lodge, a serene and 

welcoming location which as ever hosts lots of birds. Yellow-fronted Tinkerbird, Snowy-

crowned Robin-chat and Yellow-crowned Gonolek are to be found here.  

Our final stop of the day will be at Tujereng Woods; actually, open scrubland with some 

vestiges of taller trees and sadly somewhat symbolic of the habitat degradation that has taken 

place along the west coast in recent years. Nonetheless we still have a good chance of seeing 

Red-winged Prinia, Pale-eyed Black Tit, White-fronted Black-chat, Chestnut-crowned 

Sparrow-weaver, Brubru and Striped Kingfisher. Night hotel at South Kotu.    

Day 5 - Pirang Shrimp Farm, Farasuto & Pirang Forest. This morning our first port of call 

takes us into another new habitat zone as we travel to the Pirang shrimp farms which host 

waders including Kittlitzôs Plover, Marsh Sandpiper and groups of African Spoonbills.  

After a couple of hours there and with the day warming up, we will be ready for the leafy shade 

of the neighbouring Pirang and Farasuto Forest areas only a short distance away. Here we 

should see Long-crested Eagle as well as African Harrier-hawk, truly splendid birds.  

 
African Harrier-hawk ς simply stunning as they glide passed 



African Green-pigeons sit openly in the fig trees, and we will watch out for woodpeckers which 

can include Buff-spotted, Cardinal and Grey in this area. Local knowledge could lead us to  

roosting Verreauxôs Eagle-owl and Greyish Eagle-owl, perhaps even a Northern White-faced 

Owl. The drinking pool here often has Black-rumped Waxbills and close, Red-bellied Paradise-

flycatchers. We may chance upon a group of Four-banded Sandgrouse or simply enjoy 

watching colourful Abyssinian Rollers or some familiar wintering migrants such as Woodchat 

Shrike, Melodious, Western Subalpine and Western Bonelliôs Warblers. A light buffet lunch 

will be taken on an island in one of the main creeks, surrounded by quite lovely mangrove 

habitat, home to the diminutive Mouse-brown Sunbird. Our hosts will try to help us locate 

roosting African Scops-owl nearby. Should the mid-afternoon heat prove a little too much, weôll 

most likely return to our hotel to relax.  Night South Kotu. 

Day 6 - Lamin Rice Fields, Abuko Nature Reserve, Cape Point.  We start our birding day 

with a visit to the Lamin rice fields, where there is an excellent selection of wetland birds 

including various herons and waders as well as the striking African Jacana. With a warming 

air, raptors will take to the skies and Grey Kestrel, Red-necked Falcon and Lizard Buzzard 

(seen below sitting at the roadside) are all possible.  

 



Our main venue today will be the famous Abuko nature reserve, the countryôs first nature 

reserve which was established in 1968 to preserve one of the few remaining areas of pristine 

evergreen gallery forest in The Gambia. The area is basically a northerly projection of the 

Upper Guinean Forest that extends along much of coastal West Africa south to Ghana, and 

for its size, Abuko contains a quite remarkable biodiversity.  

Here the pleasant shade will be welcome, and pathways provide a nice vantage point for 

looking into the canopy for both Green and Violet Turacos. Flower-bearing shrubs attract both 

Collared and Scarlet-chested Sunbirds. Hamerkop sit at the waterôs edge whilst West African 

Crocodiles lounge in the shallows. Small pools attract Fanti Saw-wing, an all-dark type of 

swallow and adjacent trails provide perches for the delightful African Pygmy-kingfisher, 

pictured below, the continentôs second smallest kingfisher (only the African Dwarf-kingfisher 

is a fraction smaller). 

 

For animal lovers amongst the group, troupes of both Green Vervet and Western Red Colobus 

Monkeys (scarce) frequent the forest here, Bushbuck quietly graze the shadows, whilst West 

African Nile Monitor lizard sit out in the sun waiting patiently for their next meal. Overhead the 

sizeable Palm-nut Vultures soar above the canopy, and we may pick up the strange call of 

Klaasôs Cuckoo and with luck see (or more likely hear) the shy Ahanta Francolin.  

If time is on our side, we may drive to the nearby Bund Road and at Cape Point look over the 

wide River Gambia estuary, offering the chance to see more waders and terns at close range 

and perhaps a Pomarine Skua offshore. Night in South Kotu. 



Day 7 - Marakissa and Allahein River (Senegal border).  This morning we will head back 

towards Kartong for a two-hour river cruise along the River Allahein, which forms the national 

border with Senegal. Our boat is a traditional fishermanôs pirogue, with shelter from the sun 

and provides a great platform to view the spectacular birdlife all around. Gulls, terns, a variety 

of kingfishers, Pink-backed Pelicans and Ospreys should be expected. With luck and the help 

of our local guides, we may pick up on two species which are scarce in the coastal regions 

and normally only seen much further inland or óup-riverô ï the Goliath Heron, whose rich 

chestnut head and neck recalls the much smaller Purple Heron (apart from being nearly twice 

the latterôs size!) and the unmistakable and striking African Fish-eagle, which can catch fish, 

and even ducks, but will also scavenge at carcasses.  

We will have lunch at the Marakissa Bird Camp, close to the southern border with Senegal. 

Renowned for its hospitality, birding groups are always given the warmest of welcomes and it 

is said the biggest smiles in the Gambia.We can then stretch our legs with a short stroll along 

one of the river creek nature trails, getting close to the birds and nature. Intermediate Egrets 

like the area and African Jacana, pictured below, tip-toe across the lily pads and with patience 

the more secretive Black Crake usually appears.  

 

We will conclude with a short stop at the Dar Salami wetlands which are surrounded by 

grasslands. Here raptors soar over the open countryside often including Black-winged Kite 

and Wahlbergôs Eagle. Dry areas host the localised Plain-backed Pipit which tend to favour 

areas of greensward. By late afternoon it will be time to drive back to our hotel, at the end of 

a lovely day of classic birding amongst wonderful settings and warm friendly local people. As 

it is our last evening in The Gambia, we will no doubt enjoy a final evening meal accompanied 

by a few drinks together, toasting the end of a great birding trip.  

 



Day 8 - Kotu Creek. There is no rush to get away early today because we do not leave the 

hotel until late afternoon. An attractive option will be a return walk to the nature trails at Kotu 

Creek, providing yet more chances to enjoy the likes of Senegal Parrot, White-billed Buffalo-

weaver, Pied Crow and various doves including Mourning Collared-dove, Vinaceous and Red-

eyed Doves. Hooded Vultures and Yellow-billed kites are common around human habitation 

and even Senegal Thick-knees walk around on waste ground not far from the hotel grounds. 

A convivial alternative might be to relax around the hotel pool in the warmth of the West African 

sun or take a stroll along the beach and óchill-outô with drinks at a local bar or cafes. Our hotel 

will ensure our luggage is looked after before we say a fond farewell to our local guide. The 

tour concludes when we make the short trip to the airport for our flight back over the Sahara 

Desert to the somewhat more unpredictable weather back home in the UK. The tour will have 

provided us with an excellent all-round introduction to The Gambia. We feel sure many will be 

tempted to return and to explore further next time, as many additional avian delights await 

further inland up-river in this astonishingly bird-rich country.    

NB All the days are inter-changeable subject to the advice of our local guide.  

Thanks to friends Pekka Malmi and Ebrima Korita for use of their excellent photographs. 
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Giant Kingfisher, the largest of its family in Africa, occurs at a number of sites. 

 


