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The Ethiopia 2009 tour was one of those tours where everything worked perfectly and we had one of 
the most successful tours ever to this fascinating country! We recorded a grand total of 543 species 
and managed to see most of our target birds, including all the generally accepted Ethiopian and 
Eritrean endemics. These were the prehistoric-looking Wattled Ibis, the declining Blue-winged 
Goose, the highly localised Harwood’s Francolin, Rouget’s Rail, the elegant Spot-breasted Lapwing, 
White-collared Pigeon, Yellow-fronted Parrot, Black-winged Lovebird, the charismatic Prince 
Ruspoli’s Turaco, Banded Barbet, the ‘golden-backed’ Abyssinian Woodpecker, the rare Liben Lark, 
Erlanger’s Lark, the little-known White-tailed Swallow, Abyssinian Longclaw, Rüppell’s Black Chat, 
the handsome White-winged Cliff Chat, Ethiopian Cisticola, Abyssinian Slaty Flycatcher, Abyssinian 
Catbird, White-backed Black Tit, Abyssinian Oriole, the very special Stresemann’s Bush Crow, 
White-billed Starling, a selection of localised seedeaters such as White-throated, Yellow-throated, 
Salvadori’s Seedeater, the gorgeous Black-headed Siskin and the enigmatic Ankober Serin. We also 
had some birds endemic to the Horn of Africa region like Chestnut-naped Francolin, Abyssinian 
Black Wheatear, Sombre Rock Chat, Thick-billed Raven and Brown-rumped Seedeater. The following 
special birds seen on the tour are considered near-endemics: Erckel’s Francolin; African White-
winged Dove; White-cheeked Turaco; Blue-breasted Bee-eater; Gillett’s Lark; Somali Short-toed Lark; 
White-rumped Babbler; Somali Fiscal; Ethiopian Boubou; Swainson’s Sparrow; Juba Weaver; Red-
billed Pytilia and Abyssinian Waxbill. In total we managed 47 very special birds, which are highly 
unlikely to be seen anywhere else in the World! A few other forms are in taxonomic debate but 
always nice to have them under the belt in case they become Ethiopian and Eritrean endemics such 
as the Black Saw-wing and Common Bulbul complex.  
 
The long list of special birds seen on this fantastic tour did not stop with the range-restricted species 
mentioned above. Other memorable tour highlights were: the nomadic Dwarf Bittern and Lesser 
Moorhen near the Dawa River; the very attractive African Pygmy Goose and the scarce Allen’s 
Gallinule at Lake Awassa; Moorland Francolins and Wattled Cranes in the Bale Mountains; the 
impressive Arabian Bustards at Awash; several superb Egyptian Plovers in Gibe Gorge; roosting 
Abyssinian and Cape Eagle Owls near Dinsho; superb views of Donaldson Smith’s Nightjar near 
Yabello area; the dry-country specialist Yellow-breasted Barbet near Bilen; several localised larks 
including Foxy, Short-tailed and Chestnut-headed Sparrow Lark; the shy Scaly Chatterer; Abyssinian 
Ground Thrush; a puffed up male Pringle’s Puffback looking like a pom-pom as he chased his mate 
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through the bush in the south; duetting Red-naped Bush-shrikes; a great selection of starlings, which 
included Bristle-crowned, Slender-billed, Shelley’s, Sharpe’s and White-crowned Starlings; Nile 
Valley and Black-bellied Sunbirds. We also recorded some rare migrants like Ménétries’s Warbler 
and Pale Rock Finch. Other avian highlights were the many cuckoo species seen and also the fact 
that all the bishops and widowbirds were in full breeding plumage this year! Special mention must 
also be made of the 32 species of mammals, with unforgettable views of the Mountain Nyala and the 
stunning Ethiopian Wolf.  
 
The concept of this tour started in 1998 when Nik Borrow made a highly successful “Birdquest 
Expedition” to the ‘roof of Africa’. However, this trial run quickly developed to a ‘classic’ tour with a 
challenge to find all the Ethiopian endemic birds on a regular basis. The exact number of actual 
endemics varies with the vagaries of modern taxonomy but Birdlife International’s Important Bird 
Areas of Ethiopia lists sixteen for Ethiopia with a further fourteen shared with the recently ‘split’ 
Eritrea. This total includes the virtually mythical Nechisar Nightjar (described from the remains of a 
single decomposing wing)! This year’s tour delivered a fascinating experience of this country’s birds 
and culture! Fortunately, neither political nor tribal tensions affected us this year and although the 
weather was good for birding we had much more rain than usual. On the other hand this rainy 
weather was surely a great help in seeing all those nomadic intra-African birds as well as a wide 
selection of migrants and the fine plumaged resident breeders. As always, the variety and grandeur of 
the scenery was awesome and the people were generally friendly and welcoming despite it feeling a 
bit crowded sometimes. Ethiopia is known for its wars, droughts and famines to most of the world, 
despite its immense cultural and natural beauty and history. For birdwatchers, however, it is the land 
of amazing varieties and specialties found nowhere else! The estimated population of 80 million 
people suggests, however, that the pressure on the country’s poorly protected National Parks, 
reserves and natural world is huge and with an extremely rapid population growth it will surely 
intensify more. It looks as if this is yet another destination that should be visited before it is too late!  
 
Addis Ababa stands on a plateau that forms a natural, isolating fortress, so immediately on landing we 
found ourselves at a height of some 2,400 metres. The capital of Ethiopia with many new roads, 
buildings and trendy ‘western’ shops certainly feels like a victim of globalization nowadays. The 
indigenous peoples here have protected their ancient Christian orthodox religion but Islam is 
spreading surprisingly fast with new mosques being built all over the country. After arriving at Addis 
Ababa early in the morning, we took a quick breakfast to recover somewhat from the overnight flight 
and then drove straight to the nearby Sululta Plains. Already on our first stop we saw numerous 
displaying Yellow and Yellow-crowned Bishops and also Fan-tailed Widowbirds. It was obvious that 
this year was going to be different. We got to know from our local guide that it had been raining for 
several weeks now and the forecast was for even more rain. He also told us there had been much less 
rain earlier in the year than usual so it seems that the weather in Ethiopia it is similarly unpredictable 
to the rest of the world. The Sululta Plains were a great introduction to the superb highland birdlife of 
this fascinating country. We walked around the agricultural fields, where Ethiopian Cisticolas and 
Groundscraper Thrushes were seen very well. We also found several stunning White-winged Cliff-
Chats that gave superb views and both Brown-rumped Seedeaters and Black-headed Siskins showed 
well. On a roadside pool we had Yellow-billed Storks, African Spoonbills, Egyptian Geese, Northern 
Shovelers, Yellow-billed Ducks and Northern Pintail outnumbered the few Blue-winged Geese and 
some Eurasian Teal. The endemic birds included a few Wattled Ibises and the very common White-
collared Pigeons. Palearctic migrants were still less numerous than usual but we had our first 
wintering Isabelline, Pied and Northern Wheatears. We could actually see more and more migrants 
were arriving throughout the tour and some birds, which were scarce at the beginning of the tour 
became common two weeks later! Later we drove to our newly opened hotel to Debre Libanos. The 
new lodge is situated on the top of some impressive cliffs, from which the view over the Jemma 
Valley was awesome and we gazed out over a truly spectacular vista that spread for miles below us. 
We could sit on the brink of a wide valley that had been carved out through the ages by a river 
cutting deep down through the huge blocks of basalt, sandstone and limestone. While sitting by the 
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dining room and sipping coffee we had Lammergeiers and Verreaux’s Eagles in view! Our afternoon 
walk in the garden produced lots of special birds, like raucously calling Erckel’s Francolins, several 
endemic Rüppell’s Black Chats and White-billed Starling as well as a fine African Black Duck. The 
flowers were attracting many shining Tacazze Sunbirds, while Speckled Mousebirds, Baglafecht 
Weavers and Montane White-eyes were also common. The mammal highlight of the afternoon was a 
nice group of Gelada Baboons, with a very impressive and strongly coloured male amongst them. 
The final bird of the day was a fine Montane Nightjar just before dinner. After the overnight flight and 
the action-packed first day with quite a few Ethiopian endemics already under the belt we retired for 
a good night sleep. 
 
The next morning we started early and although a briefly calling Abyssinian Owl postponed our 
departure by a few minutes we decided to leave for the Jemma Valley. Our main target of the day 
was the endemic and highly localised Harwood’s Francolin and we had to arrive in the early hours to 
be able to locate calling birds. We drove almost non-stop to the Lemi rocks and as we descended 
into the valley we found striking Red-collared Widowbirds and more Erckel’s Francolins perched on 
prominent rocks to make our heart beat faster. Then suddenly we spotted a slightly smaller, different 
francolin perched on a roadside rock and we were soon out of the bus and watching the enigmatic 
Harwood’s Francolin. As we stopped we were surrounded by calling birds and we located not less 
than four different males calling. This year it was really easy to see this sometimes elusive species and 
again most probably the rain did the trick as the francolins we coincided with the height of their 
display. After a happy bush breakfast, which also produced Abyssinian Black Wheatears and Cliff 
Chats, we drove further into the spectacular Jemma Valley. Later we visited a nearby streambed, 
where we saw many Black-billed Barbets, a stunning Half-collared Kingfisher, a Grey-headed 
Kingfisher, the colourful Bruce’s Green Pigeons, a Vinaceous Dove, the uncommon Foxy Cisticola, 
the localised Familiar Chat and Lesser Blue-eared Starlings. The much hoped for Yellow-rumped 
(White-throated) Seedeater did not turn up despite much effort but our persistence in the soaring 
temperatures produced the near-endemic and hard to find Red-billed Pytilia. It was a great surprise 
when a pair appeared on a dead tree before going to drink. We also found a migrant Pale Rock Finch 
amongst the Bush Petronias - a rather scarce visitor. As the day warmed up raptors took to the 
thermals and several Rüppell’s Griffon Vultures and Egyptian Vultures glided over us and also we had 
our first Bateleur. Migrant shrikes were all over the place with many sightings of Red-backed, 
Woodchat and Rufous-tailed Shrike and even a single Lesser Grey Shrike. Along the Jemma River 
displaying Black-winged Red Bishops were abundant and we had a Common Cuckoo plus thousands 
of hirundines with Lesser Striped Swallows and Horus Swifts. In the late afternoon we visited another 
area for the endemic seedeater and finally we got lucky and had superb telescope views of this rather 
drab looking Yellow-rumped (White-throated) Seedeater. Also Blue Saw-wings and Hemprich’s 
Hornbill showed well followed by more Lammergeiers and Erckel’s Francolins on the climb back to 
the highland plateau. 
 
Our next early morning was spent around the lodge garden. The Abyssinian Owl was not calling but 
we had a very birdy morning with great looks at more Erckel’s Francolins, a few colourful Blue-
breasted Bee-eaters, many Singing and Stout Cisticolas, a Brown Parisoma, a fine male Black-
crowned Tchagra and several Cinnamon-breasted Rock Buntings. We even had a White-throated 
Seedeater, which is rather rare at this location but surely we felt like he was ‘pulling our legs’ after the 
long search for it on the previous day. In the early morning sun the raptors were thermalling up from 
the cliffs below us. There was a migrating flock of 250 Steppe Buzzards, Lammergeiers, Hooded, 
Rüppell’s Griffon and Eurasian Griffon Vultures, Tawny and Steppe Eagles and an African Hobby and 
a Peregrine Falcon. Later we drove across the wide-open Sululta plains again stopping to watch some 
migrant Common Cranes that had returned to their wintering grounds and had many of the 
widespread open grassland species such as Black-winged Plovers and Red-breasted Wheatears. Near 
Debre Birhan we had a migrating flock of Lesser Kestrels and several splendid males were seen very 
well. This was a tour highlight for some of us and even made into the top five birds for Roy! Other 
notable raptors along the way were Lappet-faced Vultures, Tawny Eagles feasting on a dead dog right 
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in front of us and two Lanners perched up nicely for us. In the afternoon from Debre Birhan we drove 
to the Ankober Escarpment on a quest to find the localised Ankober Serin, a bird that lives exclusively 
on the vertical cliffs of the escarpment and only rarely visits the tops. This species was described as 
recently as 1975 and is very much similar to the Yemen Serin just a few hundred kilometres to the 
east on the other side of the Red Sea! Finding the bird at the location we went to isn’t the problem 
but the weather certainly is as the hot air from the Danakil depression far below and miles away 
meets the colder air of the plateau and thick cloud often forms. On arrival at the site the weather was 
brilliant and we soon found 12 serins feeding on the agricultural fields nearby. We enjoyed excellent 
views and for the first time ever we managed to get as close as six meters to this much sought-after 
bird. Other birds included a skulking Cinnamon Bracken Warbler for some and several endemic 
White-billed Starlings. Overhead we saw a majestic Lammergeier, the secretive Rufous-breasted 
Sparrowhawk, a stunning African Hobby which came back several times, allowing great views and 
also a Peregrine. 
 
Our target the following day was another endemic serin and we left very early morning for Ankober. 
The road was worse than expected and after a lot of bouncing on a winding road into drier country 
we finally arrived to the birding spot well after dawn. Our target bird was the rather drab but very 
special Yellow-throated Serin. This year they were easy to see and we had about seven different 
singing males and several good views. Our best looks were just above us on the bare soil of the river 
bank and here we were afforded perfect views of the strong yellow throat. We also had several 
Reichenow’s Seedeaters around so we had a good comparison of the two species. The latter having a 
double wing bar and a fairly strong facial pattern. We had several Palearctic migrants like a fine 
Black Stork, a dark morph Booted Eagle, a very close Short-toed Eagle, Eurasian Cuckoo, Common 
Redstart, Rufous-tailed Shrikes, Blackcap, Common Whitethroat and Eastern Olivaceous Warblers. 
The resident birds included the welcome trio of Eastern Grey Plantain-eaters, White-bellied and Bare-
faced Go-away Birds. We had several barbet species which included the endemic Banded Barbet, the 
Sahel-distributed Yellow-breasted Barbet and diminutive Red-fronted Tinkerbirds. Otherwise this hot 
and arid area was quiet and dusty with heavy camel traffic. After breakfast as temperatures rose we 
settled in a shady spot of the streambed and were waiting for birds to appear. We saw several African 
Pygmy Kingfishers and two more Half-collared Kingfishers, Blue-naped Mousebirds were prominent 
and both Abyssinian Roller and Rufous-crowned Roller were seen. Other birds in this area included a 
noisy flock of White-rumped Babblers, several Rufous Chatterers, a few Black-crowned Tchagra, two 
Sulphur-breasted Bush-Shrike and good numbers of Scarlet-chested, Marico and Beautiful Sunbirds. 
In the afternoon we drove back to Debre Birhan seeing Pallid Harriers, Verreaux’s Eagles, Rufous-
breasted Sparrowhawk, Erlanger’s Larks and Thick-billed Ravens along the way. We also had our best 
Blue-winged Goose sightings and two stunning African Stonechats of the endemic local race 
albofasciatus.  
 
Next day we were on the move again and a few roadside stops produced Wattled Ibises, a lovely 
male Yellow-headed Wagtail and four species of wheatears. After crossing the buzzing capital again 
we drove to Debre Zeit for a lunch in the Air Force canteen. After lunch we were birding around the 
various Rift Valley lakes, each with a very different character. The best lake was Cheleleke, as usual 
with a plethora of ducks. We saw many White-backed Ducks, Southern Pochards and both Fulvous 
and White-faced Whistling Ducks. Greater Flamingos, Marabou Storks were abundant and a host of 
waders were gathering in the shallow waters. We picked up an African Wattled Plover amongst the 
Spur-winged Plovers and we also had close views of Temminck’s Stint and Marsh Sandpiper. Our 
best experiences were with superb breeding plumaged Northern Red Bishops lining up all along the 
lakeshore on various displaying posts and with four African Quailfinches as they were drinking in an 
irrigated cabbage field allowing prolonged telescope views of this secretive little finch! We also had 
two Black Crowned Cranes here and albeit only in flight they were magnificent! Late afternoon saw 
us leave Debre Zeit and drive towards Djibouti for an overnight in Nazret, within striking distance of 
the inhospitable lava fields of Fantanelle Crater. 
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The main road that descends from Nazret towards Awash quickly took us to our first birding stop. As 
the sun was rising out from the misty morning we found ourselves in an inhospitable landscape 
surrounding the Volcano Fantalle, where very few brilliant green bushes pushed their way up through 
the black lava flows. The temperature was comfortable and we crunched our way over the unstable 
terrain in search of the unassuming Sombre Rock Chat. Activity was very low but we found several of 
our target chats and enjoyed some great close views of this little known bird. We also had many 
Blackstarts around so we could practice the identification of these two similar species. Definitely the 
dark under tail coverts with some pale fringes are the best field marks of the Sombre Rock Chat as 
Blackstart has pure white under tail coverts. Other birds seen in this environment were several Bristle-
crowned Starlings, Eastern Olivaceous Warblers and Striolated Buntings. After this success we 
continued on into Awash National Park and then to our caravans at the ‘famous’ Kereyou Lodge for a 
quick lunch. Overgrazing is still a big problem in this park but at least the degraded grassland 
recovered well from the recent rainfalls. In 2009 this wonderful national park administration was 
given back to the Addis Ababa so the fact that the local government is no longer responsible for it 
could bring great changes in the coming years to the benefit of wildlife. The weather was great but 
there was constant possibility of showers and storms. The birds were ever so active and our first 
afternoon produced a staggering five species of bustards: Arabian, Kori, Hartlaub’s, Northern White-
bellied and Buff-crested. Other highlights of the first afternoon were three species of sandgrouse 
including eyeball to eyeball views of Lichtenstein’s Sandgrouse and a pair of the rare Four-banded 
Sandgrouse! On the way back to our lodge we saw a Secretary Bird on a treetop preparing to roost.  
 
Next morning we were out early and were on the lookout for a few special birds of the area. We had 
Rosy-patched Bush-Shrikes, Singing Bush and Gillett’s Larks, a family party of Ashy Cisticolas and 
some diminutive Mouse-coloured Penduline Tits were also found. Activity was at its height in the first 
two hours of the day and flocks of Blue-naped Mousebirds sped on, whirring wings through thorn 
bushes, while bizarre White-bellied Go-away Birds complained and Northern Red-billed, African 
Grey and Eastern Yellow-billed Hornbills piped their far-reaching cries. We also had several migrant 
Rufous Scrub Robins while their resident cousin the White-browed Scrub Robin was common and 
inquisitive. Following the rains male Paradise Whydahs with spectacular tails bounced through the 
skies and also the Straw-tailed Whydahs were in perfect breeding plumage. Around a nice waterhole 
we had Garden Warbler, Blackcap, Common and Lesser Whitethroats plus myriads of Red-billed 
Firefinches and smaller numbers of Green-winged Pytilias, Cutthroat Finches and White-bellied 
Canaries. It was shrike heaven in the park and we have never seen so many shrikes before, virtually 
every bush had a Palearctic migrant Red-backed, Woodchat and Southern Grey Shrikes or a resident 
Somali Fiscals and Northern White-crowned Shrike. Raptors were abundant from the diminutive 
Pygmy Falcon to large vultures. Best of all, however, was the superb sighting of at least eight African 
Swallow-tailed Kites hunting over the grassland! We had lunch in the restaurant overlooking the 
impressive Kereyou Gorge, whose steep sides shelter the rushing Awash River. The heat of the day 
meant that birds were resting and after lunch we loaded our bus and left for the Bilen Lodge a little 
further north along the Awash. After a few hours drive we arrived to Bilen, where the lodge garden 
overlooking an extensive marsh that surrounds springs where Wilfred Thesiger himself once rested. 
We could hardly drive into this remote area as it was unusually wet and muddy. In the afternoon a 
stroll around the vicinity of the lodge produced several superb Yellow-breasted Barbets and two more 
Four-banded Sandgrouse. Mammal highlights included several herds of Beisa Oryx, Black-backed 
Jackals and a Wild Cat. 
 
The usually dry bush was vivid green this year and a pre-dawn walk produced several excellent 
views of Slender-tailed Nightjars. The early morning walk before breakfast gave us an Arabian 
Bustard, hundreds of Collared Pratincoles, several Chestnut-headed Sparrow Larks and a few Nile 
Valley Sunbirds. After a hearty breakfast we visited the Awash River and its floodwaters. On our way 
to the river we stopped for Pygmy Falcons and then suddenly a pale warbler was spotted flying into a 
base of a thick bush. Not much later we were all looking at a female Ménétries’s Warbler. This is a 
rather scarce migrant in northern Ethiopia but we saw it for the second tour in a row near Bilen. 
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Saddle-billed, Yellow-billed and Marabou Storks were seen in the remnant floodwater puddles and 
the gallery forest held Diederik Cuckoos, Madagascar Bee-eaters, Black-billed Wood-hoopoes, 
Masked Shrikes and a few migrants like Common Nightingale and Eurasian Wryneck. After a very 
tasty lunch back at the lodge we packed up and left towards Awash Falls. In the afternoon we birded 
our way out of this magnificent area seeing Montagu’s Harrier, Black-throated Barbet and some of us 
even a skulking Black Scrub Robin. We have even visited the Ali Dege Plains fearing of a shower 
constantly as it would make the dirt tracks absolutely undriveable. We had up to five Arabian 
Bustards and a European Turtle Dove. We arrived to the Awash Falls lodge by dusk and settled into 
the newly built lodge overlooking the Awash Falls. 
 
After an action packed early morning birding which produced Eurasian Sparrowhawk eating a Barn 
Swallow, a male Shikra just a few meters away, a migrating Lesser Spotted Eagle and a superb 
looking chameleon we were on our way to Lake Langano. A roadside stop before Nazret produced a 
pair of Red-fronted Warblers and we then sat back to ‘enjoy’ the longish drive into the Rift Valley. 
We stopped at Lake Ziway for lunch, where we also made our way down to the lake shore to a 
congregation of tame water birds by the fishing port. Amongst the many Great White Pelicans we 
managed to locate a Pink-backed Pelican while several fishing Black Herons were seen in close 
range. Yellow-billed and Marabou Storks were numerous and many egrets and migrating shorebirds 
were also seen. We continued on our way for a two nights stay at Langano, in our picturesquely 
situated hotel at the base of some impressive cliffs. Late afternoon birding produced a few more good 
birds like several Freckled Nightjars and Verreaux’s Eagle Owl.  
 
The early morning next day found us at the soda Lake Abiata, where the huge numbers of both Lesser 
and Greater Flamingos provided a great spectacle. A lovely pair of Black Crowned Cranes flew very 
close to us, while Pied Avocets waded in the shallows and many Kittlitz’s Plovers and Ringed Plovers 
were scattered across the flats. Other Palearctic migrants were not numerous but we did discover 
some distant Gull-billed Terns and various forms of Yellow Wagtails were abundant. As the 
waterbirds were distant we soon retreated into the surrounding bush. Unfortunately, most of the Rift 
Valley National Parks are in a terrible state as so many people living now in the ‘park’ with their 
cattle, sheep and goats that graze on the scant remaining vegetation and the acacias are increasingly 
turned to charcoal. Our guide said that the estimated cattle population in the Abiata-Shala National 
park is over 1.5 million! A few Grant’s Gazelles hang on but it really is a sorry sight these days. We 
did manage to find a few birds including Diederik Cuckoo, Red-shouldered Cuckoo-Shrike, Lesser 
Grey Shrike, Reed Warbler and Wattled Starling.  Most of our day was spent in various hotel gardens 
around Lake Langano where we looked for the resident specialities but we also had many Palearctic 
migrants. First we had a quick visit to a nearby hotel garden where we were looking for Greyish Eagle 
Owl. We had no luck with the owl but had a fine Black Scimitarbill, many Buff-bellied Warblers, 
Masked Shrike and numerous Willow Warblers, Eastern Olivaceous Warblers and Common Redstarts 
of the samamisicus race of Asia Minor. On our drive back to the hotel where we were staying 
produced more Black Scimitarbills, Bearded Woodpecker and flying Black-winged Lovebirds. Back in 
the relative peace and calm of the cliffs at Lake Langano a tranquil afternoon walk gave us endemic 
Banded Barbets, a total of six species of woodpeckers, which included both wrynecks of the World! 
First we had excellent views of a migrant Eurasian Wryneck then just a few minutes later a family 
party of three Red-throated Wrynecks of the aequatorialis race. The young bird was freshly fledged 
and in fact the adult birds were still visiting the breeding hole so there could even have been another 
juvenile still inside. A magical encounter with this magnificent woodpecker! By accident we spotted 
a roosting Greyish Eagle Owl right behind our rooms and two roosting Slender-tailed Nightjar gave 
excellent views in the afternoon sun. We also found a lovely pair of the endemic Black-winged 
Lovebird as they were quietly feeding in the tree canopy and several super White-winged Black Tits. 
More widespread birds included Bare-faced Go-away Bird, Von der Decken’s Hornbill, Red-fronted 
Barbet, Rufous Chatterer, Little Rock Thrush, White-browed Robin Chat, Cliff Chat, Common 
Nightingale, Western Black-headed Batis, Red-faced Crombec, Abyssinian White-eye, Tropical and 
Slate-coloured Boubou, Little Weaver and White-bellied Canary.  
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The following morning we embarked on a long journey that took us along a dirt road, which was 
especially bad owing to ongoing road works, although a few stretches had been finished. The journey 
brought us smart Red-chested Swallows and Red-billed Choughs (the only place in tropical Africa to 
see this species) but the regular stakeout for the roosting Cape Eagle Owl was empty. We arrived to 
the cool, thin air of the Bale Mountains in the late afternoon and a local guide was already waiting 
for us at the park headquarters in Dinsho to show us an Abyssinian Owl, which had been using the 
same roost for almost two weeks now. With high hopes we walked to the area but when we arrived, 
the bird was not present, despite being there a few hours earlier. We searched the area without 
success for a while and just as we were about to leave we bumped into it. What a great relief after all 
the effort and high hopes! Certainly a memorable experience and a tour highlight. Near the park 
headquarters we found Brown Woodland Warblers and White-backed Black Tits, while charming 
Rouget’s Rails ran across the roads and inhabited most marshy areas. Mountain Nyalas and 
‘Menelik’s’ Bushbuck were denizens of the forest edge. After a long and weary drive we finally 
arrived at our hotel in Goba, which was our home for the next three nights. 
 
The next day we transferred to four-wheel drive vehicles and set out to explore the magical Sanetti 
Plateau of the Bale Mountain National Park. This is one of the most scenic places in the World, 
where Giant Lobelias punctuate in the Afro-alpine moorlands. We also saw the Tullu Deemtu 
(4377m), the highest peak in Ethiopia. First we stopped at a fine juniper woodland on the way up to 
the plateau area and here we managed to find the endemic Abyssinian Catbird, White-cheeked 
Turacos and White-backed Black Tits. Some of us had two flying Yellow-fronted Parrots but the 
Abyssinian Woodpecker and Abyssinian Ground Thrush proved elusive. After this woodland birding 
we climbed upwards over what is supposedly the highest all-weather road in Africa. We saw many 
Chestnut-naped Francolins and Rouget’s Rails on the roadsides the plateau levels out around 4000 
metres and here we stopped and scanned for Wattled Cranes and Moorland Francolins. We soon 
spotted two Wattled Cranes and even better several Spot-breasted Lapwings running around them. 
We had great looks at these wonderful endemic shorebirds and then we looked for African Snipe in a 
marshy area. Not only did we enjoy repeated flight views of several snipes but also had four 
Abyssinian Longclaws too. Elsewhere flocks of endemic Black-headed Siskins swirled over the moors, 
a few Ruddy Shelducks showed well and while having our picnic lunch we watched a pair of 
Wattled Cranes. These very delicate birds were truly magical as they stood in a highland lake 
surrounded by silver coloured cushion plants! Up on this fantastic plateau we also saw the impressive 
Giant Root-rat and as well as at least six red-coated Ethiopian Wolves. The former creature is the 
favoured food of the handsome and rare canid, although while we watched, it was hunting for the 
smaller but more numerous Blick’s Grass Rat. Having seen almost all the main bird and mammal 
targets up above 4000 meters we descended slowly to the lower slopes. On the way down we 
eventually saw two Moorland Francolins and also had some good looks at ‘Bale’ Parisoma (a 
somewhat dubious split from Brown Parisoma) and Cinnamon Bracken Warbler. These Bradypterus 
warblers are usually shy and skulking but this was a fairly showy one. 
 
Our next programme was a day trip to Sof Omar caves. The valley at Sof Omar is home to the 
prettiest endemic fringillidae, the Salvadori’s Serin. This restricted species is known to occur only in a 
handful of localities and the known distribution area is only about 280 square kilometres. On the 
journey to the birding area we did not stop in order to reach our destination before it got too hot. 
While our team was preparing breakfast we managed to see two of these rare birds and everybody 
had good telescope views! Still before the heat was unbearable we then notched up some more birds 
that included African Hawk-Eagle, Northern Brownbul, Brown-tailed (split from Yellow-breasted) 
Apalis, Northern Grey Tit, Common Nightingale, White-crested Helmet-shrikes, attractive Red-
headed Weavers and Brown-tailed Rock Chat. As the temperature rose we decided to pull out and try 
to look for the previously missed Cape Eagle Owl. On the return drive we had a roadside carcass 
with many vultures and our first Somali Crows. After an ‘everlasting’ lunch in Robe we returned to 
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the owl site and with the help of the local kids we finally had great views of this superb bird! The 
northern birds sometimes split as Mackinder’s Eagle Owl and this is the dilloni race here in Ethiopia.  
 
Next day we had to say goodbye to the magical Bale Mountains, though first we had to retrace our 
path back over the plateau. As we left very early we gave another try to the juniper woodland and 
this time we got great looks of a male Abyssinian Woodpecker responding very well to our tape and 
also managed to locate a skulking Abyssinian Ground Thrush. Above 4000 meters the Sanetti Plateau 
was still covered in ice from the cold night. Black-headed Siskin flocks were obvious and we saw 
another Ethiopian Wolf. We continued past the high peak of Tullu Deemtu and with panoramic 
views all around we headed down the steep sides of the plateau into what is left of the once 
magnificent Harenna Forest. Finally birding inside the forest we found endemic Abyssinian Black-
headed Orioles, another two Abyssinian Woodpeckers and several flocks of Brown Saw-wings. 
White-cheeked Turacos were abundant and some of us were lucky enough to see a male Abyssinian 
Crimsonwings too! Raptors in this magnificent forest included a Mountain Buzzard and Western 
Banded Snake Eagle. Still before lunch we tracked down Grey Cuckooshrikes and several Sharpe’s 
Starlings. While taking our picnic lunch a fairly large mixed species flock came by which included 
several Abyssinian Hill-Babblers, a male Narina Trogon, a scarce Whalberg’s Honeyguides, Yellow-
fronted Tinkerbird, Brown-throated Wattle-eye, many Abyssinian Slaty Flycatchers, Collared Sunbirds 
and more Abyssinian Catbirds. We continued our journey towards Negelle and after a while the trees 
gave way to scrub and the newly graded road took us swiftly to the first stop. We stopped to look at 
some migrating eagles when we heard a Prince Ruspoli’s Turaco call and it did not take us long to 
find four birds in a nearby fig tree. It was a treat to admire them and we were able to watch this 
highly localised species for as long as we wished. The Prince had collected the Turaco in either 1892 
or 1893 but was then promptly killed by an elephant without ever passing on the details of the type 
locality! We made another few roadside stops in the afternoon adding Pale Chanting Goshawk, 
several Red-and-yellow Barbets and Blue-cheeked Bee-eaters to our list. Finally at around dusk we 
arrived to Negelle and acquainted ourselves with our upgraded but still rather basic hotel. 
 
The morning found us on the Liben Plains at first light scanning the grasslands for larks. The weather 
was very unusual - thick fog and mist hovering over the wet and muddy ground. While our team was 
preparing breakfast we started to walk into the endless landscape where we could hear strange noises 
all around us. In the thick fog we quickly found a few Somali Short-toed Larks and watched them for 
as long as we wanted. The sun was trying hard but it took over one hour for the mist to lift. As soon 
as the mist cleared we located the display flight of the endemic Liben Lark (formerly Sidamo Long-
clawed lark) so we quickly changed direction and made our way towards it. We were rewarded with 
fantastic perched and display flight views of its intricately patterned, quail-like plumage. Some people 
suggested it looks like a small Corncrake. Breakfast was well received after this wonderful 
experience. Other birds we saw included Eurasian Hobby, Pectoral-patch Cisticolas and White-
crowned Starlings. After breakfast we drove to the Dawa River. Along the way we stopped several 
times and managed to find a single Grey Kestrel, wonderfully coloured Vulturine Guineafowls, 
Yellow-necked Spurfowls, a fine Black Scimitarbill and Common Rock Thrush. The best birds of the 
drive were a party of four Scaly Chatterer that showed extremely well after some strategic hunt and 
several Shelley’s and Golden-breasted Starlings. Some of us even had a glimpse of a male Pringle’s 
Puffback. Just before dusk we were back to Negelle and we stopped for a few minutes at another 
turaco spot. A pair was located as they flew from bush to bush and we all enjoyed more views of this 
African mega! We picked up a singing Boran Cisticola and saw several Reichenow’s Seedeaters too. 
 
Early next morning we left Negelle and headed west. Even before our first official stop we flushed a 
small dark bird from a roadside pool which perched up on a tree and amazingly we were looking at 
an adult Dwarf Bittern! A great surprise and a very promising start of the day! Our ‘birds and 
breakfast’ stop, this time at a river crossing, was productive again. Several male Black-bellied 
Sunbirds were present in the area and were easy to see, but we had to work much harder for the 
range restricted African White-winged Dove. Eventually one was found on a riverside bush side by 
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side with a Ring-necked Dove allowing great comparison. The other star bird of the area, the 
stunning Juba Weaver was easy to see this year as they were in the height of their nest building and 
display so we enjoyed superb views of several gorgeous males. While the group was munching the 
‘egg bread’ János located a Lesser Moorhen and after some searching it was relocated and everyone 
enjoyed good views of this rare nomadic breeder. In fact seeing Dwarf Bittern and Lesser Moorhen 
within two hours in the middle of the bush country far from any large water body was something 
special! We also found two Red-naped Bush-Shrikes and everybody caught up with Pringle’s 
Puffback too. We were delighted to discover a pair of Water Thick-knees too. A fine supporting cast 
included Greater Spotted Eagle, Gabar Goshawk, Black-throated Barbet, Somali Long-billed 
Crombec, Pale Prinia, Pygmy Batis, Hunter’s and Eastern Violet-backed Sunbirds and Somali Golden-
breasted Bunting. A newly graded road was something of a relief and it carried us on through miles 
and miles of dry thorn bush full of Vulturine Guineafowl and delicate-legged Guenther’s Dikdiks. 
Our lunch stop was near a colony of Black-headed Social Weavers when a fine Bare-eyed Thrush 
and several Spotted Palm-Thrushes turned up too, followed by the first of the endemic White-tailed 
Swallow for some of us. What a lunch stop it was! Our next stop produced a Jacobin Cuckoo, several 
Yellow-vented Eremomelas and Black-cheeked Waxbills. Nearer to Soda we came across hundreds 
of Eurasian Hobbies, Lesser Kestrels and Collared Pratincoles hunting low over the surface after the 
huge shower. We also came across our first party of the endemic Stresemann’s Bush Crows and we 
were all out of the car for this Ethiopian endemic! A few more brief stops produced Somali Courser 
for some, Taita Fiscals, Shelley’s Rufous and Chestnut Sparrows and more White-tailed Swallows. 
Eventually in late afternoon we reached the tarmac of the Trans-African Highway, a blessed relief 
from the dust! On this road we enjoyed a smooth passage to the famous Yabello where we had a nice 
hot shower! 
 
Up before dawn we drove to a site that had always been productive in the past. On the early morning 
drive we had a Heuglin’s Courser standing on the road and some of us in cars two and three 
managed to see it well. As usual in this part of the world the first two hours are very productive so 
once again we did most of our birding just before breakfast! We were still adding a few new birds to 
our trip list like d’Arnaud’s Barbets, Foxy Lark (recently split from Fawn-coloured), Tiny Cisticolas, 
Banded Parisoma, Northern Grosbeak Canaries and a gorgeous pair of Three-streaked Tchagra. The 
rest of the day was spent looking for the handful of remaining missing birds and we managed to see 
Shikra, Eurasian Stone-curlew, Greater Spotted Cuckoo, a large flock of Short-tailed Larks and more 
Stresemann’s Bush Crows. Palearctic migrants were simply all over the place with many White Storks 
and Lesser Kestrels. At dusk we were searching for night birds and in a few minutes time we heard 
the whistles of a Donaldson Smith’s Nightjar. We had brief but superb looks at this diminutive and 
very localised nightjar from about six meters. 
 
Next day we drove back north and after a lunch break at Awassa with Silvery-cheeked Hornbills and 
Double-toothed Barbets in view we continued to the newly opened Bishangari Lodge. Our main 
target here was to see our last remaining endemic, the colourful Yellow-fronted Parrot. At this 
location these splendid parrots are still common. On the last few kilometres of dirt road into the 
lodge we located two Yellow-fronted Parrots and two Clapperton’s Francolins high up in a tree. The 
luxuriant forest in the garden of the lodge has a great birdlife but it was getting dusk by the time we 
all occupied our cabins. Nevertheless we still had great looks of Silvery-cheeked Hornbills and a 
Lemon Dove just by the restaurant. After a nice beer in the tree bar, which is located on a big fig tree 
we enjoyed a fine meal in the open air restaurant. Well before dawn next morning we gathered for 
some owling. János had been recording a pair of African Wood Owls during the night and they were 
easily lured into view from our tree bar. Then we had a walk around the garden where the endemic 
Yellow-fronted Parrots gave quite a show! They were flying around in small flocks and came down to 
feed on bushes right in front of us. We estimated about 40 birds and we enjoyed prolonged views of 
these magnificent parrots. A brief look at the lakeside produced Water Thick-knee and two swimming 
hippos. We were back in the open restaurant for breakfast but even the fine eggs were disrupted by 
calling Scaly Francolins. It took us some time but we saw two or three of these shy creatures. We did 



 

10 Birdquest: Ethiopia 2009 
 

really well for columbidae this morning with several Lemon Doves, Blue-spotted Wood Doves and a 
Tambourine Dove. Other birds in the garden included a Great Sparrowhawk for John, Banded and 
Double-toothed Barbets, Lesser Honeyguides, a male Red-shouldered Cuckooshrike, Buff-bellied 
Warblers, Brown-throated Wattle-eye, Sulphur-breasted Bush-Shrike, Red-headed and Little Weavers. 
After lunch while our luggage was loaded into the cars we sat down in front of the restaurant. A very 
obliging Thrush Nightingale hopped into view and African Thrushes were sunbathing. In the 
afternoon we drove to Lake Awassa where we had an initial exploration of the hotel garden in the last 
hour seeing African Pygmy Geese and Blue-headed Coucal.   
 
At Lake Awassa there is little remaining natural habitat and far too many people but there are still 
some really good birds that are often ridiculously tame. Our early morning walk by the lakeside 
produced several Common Nightingales alongside with a Thrush Nightingale (a rather rare sight to 
see them in the same telescope view), African Thrushes, Brown-throated Wattle-eyes, Lesser Swamp 
Warblers, Red-faced Cisticola and several more Blue-headed Coucals. Still before breakfast we found 
one of the star birds of the area in the form of a tame Spotted Creeper in the big trees of the hotel 
garden and another Narina Trogon showed well. After breakfast we had a quick visit to the fish 
market. Here Hamerkops were everywhere, Saddle-billed Storks were within touching distance, 
White-faced Whistling Ducks floated on the lake amongst the same lily pads that the African Jacanas 
trotted across and the squeals and clatters from countless Marabou Storks filled the air. We had 
another African mega bird this year as two Allen’s Gallinules showed extremely well. Other new 
additions to our ever-growing list were Spotted Redshank and Lesser Black-backed Gull but it was 
soon time for us to pack and leave for Addis Ababa. On our return journey we visited Lake Cheleleke 
again where we found a few wintering Ferruginous Ducks.  
 
Our last day of the tour started with a very early breakfast and a drive to Gibe Gorge in the west. On 
our early morning drive we stopped in the highland plateau to watch displaying Yellow-shouldered 
(mantled) Widowbirds. We got to the gorge in time before the heat and while our drivers changed a 
flat tyre we saw a migrating Lesser Spotted Eagle. Our prime target at this scenic place would 
normally be the rare Red-billed Pytilia but as we saw a nice pair on our second day of the tour some 
‘relaxed’ birding was possible. After arriving at the bridge area we spotted a Levaillant’s Cuckoo and 
many Bar-breasted Firefinches were seen amongst the countless Red-billed Firefinches. As we walked 
along the Gibe River we saw several Water Thick-knees and then suddenly an Egyptian Plover was 
spotted in flight and it landed right in front of us just a few meters away on the muddy bank! What a 
bird to finish this superb Ethiopia tour! We had some excellent views and certainly even those who 
have seen this stunning shorebird before were not complaining. It was especially precious for Gerry 
and it became her ‘Bird of the trip’. After a bit of sweating we found several Abyssinian Waxbills and 
a Whalberg’s Eagle. The drive back in the midday heat gave us our only Brown Snake Eagle and a 
few Booted Eagles and lunch in the shady garden of the Negash Lodge was very tasty with a breeding 
African Grey-headed Woodpecker seen. The final birding of the trip the following morning in the 
hotel garden in Addis gave us our last views of White-backed Black Tit and a Brown Parisoma for 
Chris.  
 
It is always difficult to stop birding in this amazingly bird-rich country but the time had come for our 
three week odyssey to end. Surely this hard-working group of Birdquesters could find even more 
birds to look at but I believe we all put our binoculars into their cases with a very satisfied smile 
thinking all of those endemics and special birds we managed to see in this fascinating country! All in 
all this had been a hugely successful trip with all the expected endemics seen and a grand total of 
543 species recorded! Many thanks must go to all our drivers and our local guide Merid who worked 
many hours, prepared superb bush breakfasts (the best porridge ever), were delightful companions 
and managed to ferry us over many kilometres of bumpy, broken roads without complaint. Ethiopia 
with its unrivalled scenery and endemic birdlife is surely one of the best birding experiences 
available in Africa and we will all remember this tour for a very long time! 
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SYSTEMATIC LIST 
 
Species, which were heard but not seen, are indicated by the symbol (H). 
Species, which were not personally recorded by the leader, are indicated by the symbol (NL). 
 
 
PODICIPEDIDAE 
Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps cristatus: Just a few were seen on Lake Cheleleke on two different 

occasions near Debre Zeit. 
Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis: Widespread sightings in appropriate habitat, with the largest 

number on Lake Cheleleke where a flock of 200 was present near the southern end of the 
lake. 

 
PELECANIDAE 
Great White Pelican  Pelecanus onocrotalus: We had many sightings of this species but never large 

numbers. Our highest count was about 30 at Lake Ziway and 15 at Lake Awassa. There 
were plenty of temporary floodwaters all over the Rift Valley owing to the recent rain so 
most water birds were scattered.  

Pink-backed Pelican  Pelecanus rufescens: This was the least numerous of the two species of pelican 
on the tour. We saw up to 15 together on Lake Cheleleke. 

  
PHALACROCORACIDAE 
White-breasted Cormorant  Phalacrocorax lucidus: We had many sightings of this species. Usually 

flocks of 10-20 were seen but on Lake Ziway we saw about 300 on the breeding island. 
This very distinctive sub-Saharan form is sometimes lumped in Great Cormorant P. carbo.  

Long-tailed Cormorant  Phalacrocorax africanus: Up to fifteen were encountered in suitable habitats 
in the Rift Valley and Awash area.  

 
ANHINGIDAE 
African Darter   Anhinga rufa: Small numbers were seen on the Rift Valley lakes at Lake Ziway and 

Lake Awassa. 
 
ARDEIDAE 
Dwarf Bittern  Ixobrychus sturmii: Absolutely amazing views of this rare and secretive bird on this 

year’s tour. The first car flushed it from a roadside pool between Negele and Dawa River 
and it perched up on a tree allowing good looks for everybody. This was a write-in for 
this long running Birdquest tour and a lifer for János too! One of those really unexpected 
birds and surprisingly the scarce and hard to see Lesser Moorhen was also seen not much 
further away. Undoubtedly the large amount of rain in the south was the main reason for 
these nomadic birds to be present! 

Black-crowned Night Heron  Nycticorax nycticorax: Just a single juvenile was seen in flight at dusk 
near the swamp edge at Bilen. 

Squacco Heron  Ardeola ralloides: Small numbers were encountered in suitable habitat in the Rift 
Valley and also in the Awash area. The largest count of about ten birds was at Lake 
Ziway near the fish port. 

Western Cattle Egret  Bubulcus ibis: Regular sightings in various habitats all along the tour.  
Black Heron  Egretta ardesiaca: We only recorded it at Lake Ziway around the fishing port. On both 

of our visits we saw less then ten birds. This African heron is well known for its 
interesting feeding habit of making an “umbrella” for shading the water surface and uses 
the shade to attract fish and to be able to see them better than in direct sunlight. We saw 
this classic behaviour several times.  

Little Egret  Egretta garzetta: Small numbers were seen on the Rift Valley lakes. The highest numbers 
were seen around Lake Awassa.  
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Yellow-billed Egret  Mesophoyx intermedia: Usually singles were seen in suitable habitat in the Rift 
Valley and Awash areas but we counted up to 20 at Lake Cheleleke. Recent DNA work 
suggests a closer link with Ardea than Egretta. The species is sometimes placed in Ardea 
or more frequently in Mesophoyx or Casmerodius. 

Great Egret  Casmerodius albus: Just a few sightings of small numbers in wetland habitats. Recent 
DNA work suggests closer link with Ardea than Egretta. The species is sometimes placed 
in Ardea and more frequently in Casmerodius. 

Purple Heron  Ardea purpurea: We saw two in flight at Bilen Lodge in the Awash area and a single in 
the garden of our lodge at Lake Langano. 

Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea: Commonly encountered in suitable habitat. 
Black-headed Heron  Ardea melanocephala: Several sightings this year. Most of our observations 

were in the highlands. This heron is often found in grassy habitats away from water. The 
largest group of eight birds was seen on the Sululta Plains. 

Goliath Heron  Ardea goliath: The world’s largest heron was only seen three times on the tour. Our 
first encounter was at Lake Beseka while we were searching on the lava fields and later 
we had singles at the Awash River from the Kereyou Lodge balcony and also one at Lake 
Awassa.  

 
SCOPIDAE 
Hamerkop  Scopus umbretta: We saw up to 50 at Lake Ziway near the fishing port. A fairly common 

bird in Ethiopia. Their huge nests are particularly fascinating and may be built annually 
or, more often used for several years in succession.  

 
CICONIIDAE 
Yellow-billed Stork  Mycteria ibis: Several sightings this year from the Jemma Valley to the Rift Valley 

lakes. The largest gathering of 18 was seen in flight over the Jemma River and 20 were 
counted at Lake Ziway near the fishing port.  

African Open-billed Stork  Anastomus lamelligerus (NL): A single bird was seen in flight by Sieghard 
at Lake Beseka. 

Black Stork  Ciconia nigra: This uncommon Palearctic migrant was seen three times this year. The first 
observation of two birds was at the Jemma Valley then a single was seen at Melka 
Ghebdu and two more on the way to Dinsho. 

White Stork  Ciconia ciconia: Two sightings on the highlands and one in the south this year. The first 
16 of these Palearctic migrants were seen on the Sululta Plains then 27 were counted on 
the way to Debre Birhan and a flock of eight south of Yabello.   

Saddle-billed Stork  Ephippiorhynchus senegalensis: Several sightings in the Bilen area and then later 
on the tour we had superb views of about 10 birds at Lake Awassa near the fish market. 

Marabou Stork  Leptoptilos crumeniferus: Common around the Rift Valley lakes and towns and up to 
250 was seen at Lake Cheleleke and about 350 near the fishing port of Lake Ziway. 
Sometimes amazingly tame, especially at the fishing ports and fish markets. The name is 
early 19th century French derived from the Arabic murabit or holy man, the stork being 
regarded as holy. 

 
THRESKIORNITHIDAE 
Glossy Ibis  Plegadis falcinellus: Fairly widespread in suitable habitats and small numbers were seen 

at several locations along the Rift Valley lakes. The highest count of 40 birds was at Lake 
Cheleleke near Debre Zeit. 

Hadada Ibis  Bostrychia hagedash: Several sightings of this noisy bird, mainly in the Rift Valley. 
Usually in pairs but we saw up to 20 together at Lake Abiata. The name is based on an 
onomatopoeic rendering of the call. 

Wattled Ibis  Bostrychia carunculata: A prehistoric-looking and noisy Ethiopian and Eritrean Endemic 
that is still common, however its numbers seem to get lower every year. We regularly 
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encountered it on the highlands  and the largest numbers were seen in the Bale 
Mountains where up to 50 were counted. 

Sacred Ibis  Threskiornis aethiopicus: A common and widespread bird in the highlands and also in 
the Rift Valley. The largest count of about 100 birds together was at Lake Ziway near the 
fishing port. This is the species that was venerated and often mummified by the Egyptians 
as a symbol of the god Thoth. 

African Spoonbill  Platalea alba: We had three encounters with this blue-eyed but rather ugly bird. 
We saw four on the Sululta Plains on the first day then six along the Awash River in the 
Bilen area and a few very confiding individuals at Lake Ziway near the fishing port.  

 
PHOENICOPTERIDAE 
Greater Flamingo  Phoenicopterus roseus: A few were seen on a floodwater on the Sululta Plains then 

some at Lake Cheleleke and at Lake Ziway. There were hundreds, however, at the natron 
lake of Lake Abiata. 

Lesser Flamingo  Phoeniconaias minor: We had 8 birds at Lake Beseka in the Awash area then we 
saw thousands in the shallow natron waters of Lake Abiata. A spectacular and 
memorable experience. This species is considered ‘near threatened’ by Birdlife 
International. Only three main breeding sites exist in Africa all of them are vulnerable to 
land reclamation, pollution and disturbance. The species is sometimes placed in the 
genus Phoenicopterus. 

 
ANATIDAE 
Fulvous Whistling Duck  Dendrocygna bicolor: Small numbers were seen on the Sululta Plains, at 

Lake Cheleleke near Debre Zeit and at Lake Ziway. 
White-faced Whistling Duck  Dendrocygna viduata: Unusually we had higher numbers of this 

species this year then the previous one. Fair numbers on the Rift Valley lakes, with the 
highest estimates, of about 100 on Lake Ziway and Lake Cheleleke. 

White-backed Duck  Thalassornis leuconotus: Really good looks at this aberrant whistling duck at 
Lake Awassa. We had superb close views on our early morning walk when a preening 
bird showed its white back too! The highest count was on Lake Cheleleke where up to 60 
were counted on our second visit. 

Blue-winged Goose  Cyanochen cyanoptera: This superb Ethiopian and Eritrean endemic was seen 
very well several times in the highlands. Up to 20 were seen together in the Bale 
Mountains and this is notably less every year! This species is considered ‘near threatened’ 
by Birdlife International. Although for religious reasons this species is not hunted or eaten 
by the locals the growing Chinese population has been killing and eating the geese 
recently and sadly not only are they become rarer but they are getting more shy too!  

Egyptian Goose  Alopochen aegyptiacus: Very common in most wetland habitats! 
Ruddy Shelduck  Tadorna ferruginea: Two sightings on the Sanetti Plateau in the Bale Mountains. 

This is the most reliable site for this species in Africa but numbers vary from year to year! 
We had about 22 on the various small pools on this year’s tour. 

Spur-winged Goose  Plectropterus gambensis: Fairly small numbers this year. We had a few at Lake 
Cheleleke, at Lake Awassa and Lake Ziway. The highest count of 40 was at Lake Abiata 
where the freshwater stream goes into the natron lake.  

Knob-billed Duck  Sarkidiornis melanotos: Up to 60 were seen at Lake Cheleleke near Debre Zeit. It 
has been suggested that this, the nominate form may be specifically distinct from that in 
the New World. 

African Pygmy Goose  Nettapus auritus: We had excellent looks at this colourful duck at Lake 
Awassa on our early morning walk. This species also seem to be more and more scarce 
in Ethiopia nowadays and we had no sighting at Lake Ziway where it used to be 
common.  

Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca: We had 20 of these Palearctic migrants on the Sululta Plains on the first 
afternoon, followed by a single at Lake Ziway near the fishing port.  
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Yellow-billed Duck  Anas undulata: Probably the most commonly seen highland species but never in 
big numbers. Usually in pairs or small family parties along streams and pools but 
sometimes also on larger lakes.  

African Black Duck  Anas sparsa: A single bird was seen in Debre Libanos near the Portuguese 
bridge.  

Northern Pintail  Anas acuta: We were a slightly early in the season for this species but we had a few 
sightings of this Palearctic migrant. The largest flock of 60 birds was counted in the 
Sululta Plains. Singles were also seen later on the Sanetti Plateau of the Bale Mountains 
and on Lake Cheleleke near Debre Zeit. 

Red-billed Teal  Anas erythrorhyncha: We have only recorded this species on Lake Cheleleke near 
Debre Zeit. On our first visit we saw five and two weeks later we had 20.  

Hottentot Teal  Anas hottentota: Just small numbers of these attractive ducks were seen at Lake 
Cheleleke near Debre Zeit and at Lake Ziway near the fishing port. Hottentot means 
‘stutterer’ in a northern dialect of Dutch and refers to the manner of speech used by the 
Khoikhoi people of southern Africa. 

Garganey  Anas querquedula: Small numbers of these Palearctic migrants were seen on various lakes 
in the Rift Valley. We had a big flock of about 200 birds on Lake Cheleleke near Debre 
Zeit, which is a rather unusual count in Ethiopia. 

Northern Shoveler  Anas clypeata: A common Palearctic migrant in suitable habitat from the 
highlands through to the Rift Valley lakes. Up to 250 were counted at Lake Cheleleke. 

Southern Pochard  Netta erythrophthalma: Up to 25 were present on Lake Cheleleke near Debre Zeit 
on both of our visit. 

Ferruginous Duck  Aythya nyroca: Three were seen on Lake Cheleleke near Debre Zeit on our 
second visit to this very productive site. Classified as ‘near threatened’ by Birdlife 
International. Loss of wetlands, particularly in Europe jeopardises this species. 

Maccoa Duck  Oxyura maccoa: Just two distant males were seen on our first visit to Lake Cheleleke 
near Debre Zeit. It took a fair time to pick up this two birds but we could see the 
colouration well as well as the stiff-tails. 

 
PANDIONIDAE 
Osprey  Pandion haliaetus: We saw two birds hunting along the Jemma River on our day-visit to the 

area.  
 
SAGITTARIIDAE 
Secretary Bird  Sagittarius serpentarius: Our only observation was a single bird on a treetop in the 

Awash National Park. Its common name is popularly thought to derive from the crest of 
long quill-like feathers lending the bird the appearance of a secretary with quill pens 
tucked behind his or her ear, as was once the practice. A more recent hypothesis is that 
’secretary’ is borrowed from a French corruption of the Arabic saqr-et-tair or ’hunter-bird.’  

 
ACCIPITRIDAE 
Black-shouldered Kite  Elanus caeruleus: A few scattered sightings of single birds mainly on roadside 

pylons.  
African Swallow-tailed Kite  Chelictinia riocourii: An excellent year for this unpredictable and 

nomadic Sahel species. We saw an amazing eight birds hunting over the grassy plain at 
Awash National Park. This most elegant raptor is always a very welcome sight.  

Yellow-billed Kite  Milvus aegyptius: A very common and widespread species throughout the tour. In 
fact one of the species, which was seen every single day on the tour. This form is often 
lumped in Black Kite M. migrans however recent DNA analysis suggests that the African 
forms are more closely related to Red Kite M. milvus. To add to the complexity of the 
problem, northern and southern populations of Yellow-billed Kite may in turn prove to be 
specifically distinct from each other. 



 

15 Birdquest: Ethiopia 2009 
 

Lammergeier  Gypaetus barbatus: We had five sightings of ten birds. Ethiopia is one of the best places 
in the world to see this superb species. From the cliffs at Debre Libanos in particular we 
had some memorable views almost from our breakfast table. Once thought to kill lambs 
these striking vultures actually perform the well-documented habit of dropping bones 
from a great height in order to smash them open in order to make the bone fragments 
more manageable to swallow and also to reach the nourishing marrow inside.  

Egyptian Vulture  Neophron percnopterus: It was most common in the Awash area where up to six 
were counted but we had small numbers in the southeast as well. This species is now 
classified ‘endangered’ by Birdlife International as the European and the Indian 
populations both rapidly declining. In Africa still common in some places but the alarm 
bells are ringing there too. The highest density in the World is on Socotra Island of 
Yemen where it is very common and even comes to outdoor restaurant tables! 

Hooded Vulture  Necrosyrtes monachus: The most numerous and widespread vulture. The largest 
numbers were seen on our drive from Yabello to Awassa. We estimated about 80 birds 
on this day. 

African White-backed Vulture  Gyps africanus: The second most numerous vulture with up to 40 
seen almost daily throughout the tour. The largest concentration was on our drive back 
from Sof Omar on a carcase by the roadside. 

Rüppell’s Griffon Vulture  Gyps rueppellii: Widespread sightings of this vulture but certainly most 
numerous in the Jemma Valley area. Wilhelm Peter Eduard Simon Rüppell (1794-1884) 
was a German explorer, cartographer and zoologist, best known for ornithological 
discoveries in Ethiopia and the interior of northeast Africa. 

Griffon Vulture  Gyps fulvus: A very good showing by this Palearctic migrant this year with three 
sightings. Two birds were seen at Debre Libanos when we had large numbers of 
Palearctic raptors like 250 Steppe Buzzards in a ‘thermal’. Later we saw single birds in 
the Awash area in the north. 

Lappet-faced Vulture  Torgos tracheliotus: After the disappointingly poor sightings of last year with 
only one encounter we were lucky to see this magnificent raptor several times on this 
year’s tour. The best views were two birds on our drive back from Sof Omar on a carcas 
by the roadside. The species is sometimes placed in the genus Aegypius. Classified as 
‘vulnerable’ by Birdlife International. The world population is estimated at 8,500 
individuals and falling. A lappet is a little flap and refers to the folds of skin on the sides 
of the head and neck. 

White-headed Vulture  Trigonoceps occipitalis: A single bird was seen by some of us at Debre 
Libanos followed by a female on our drive from Negelle to Yabello.  

Short-toed Snake Eagle  Circaetus gallicus: We had good looks at this Palearctic migrant at Melka 
Ghebdu while searching for the endemic Yellow-throated Serin. 

Black-chested Snake Eagle  Circaetus pectoralis: Probably the same bird was seen twice from Kereyou 
Lodge in the Awash National Park. Later we also had one on our drive back from Sof 
Omar while we stopped to see vultures on a roadside carcas. 

Brown Snake Eagle  Circaetus cinereus: We had great views of one as it was sitting on roadside pylon 
in the Gibe Gorge on our last day. As we were climbing back from the gorge we spotted 
this large-headed raptor eye-level with us on the hillside. This is a rather scarce species in 
Ethiopia. 

Western Banded Snake Eagle  Circaetus cinerascens: Unfortunately only some of got on this forest 
raptor in the Harrena Forest. Probably the first car flushed it from the roadside so those in 
the front and left side in the second and the third car got to see it as it was gliding inside 
the thick forest. 

Bateleur  Terathopius ecaudatus: The first of this aberrant snake eagle was seen in the Jemma Valley 
and then it was common in the southeast. A spectacular bird and the favourite raptor of 
John. The name means ‘juggler’ in French and refers to the balancing mode of flight 
employed by these distinctive and spectacular birds! The Bateleur is also the magician or 
‘wand-user’ of the Tarot Cards. 
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African Harrier Hawk  Polyboroides typus: Also known as Gymnogene, we obtained a number of 
widespread sightings. The first sighting was probably the best at Bilen as one was sitting 
on an Afar rooftop eating a small bird. A rather solitary bird apart from the breeding 
season. 

Pallid Harrier  Circus macrourus: We witnessed the arrival of these Palearctic migrants throughout the 
tour. In the first week of the tour we had only a few sightings but by late October they 
were commonly encountered in a variety of habitats. The majority of birds were juveniles 
and females, although fair number of very smart males was also seen. This Palearctic 
migrant is classified as ‘near threatened’ by Birdlife International. It is threatened by the 
destruction of its steppe grassland habitat of its breeding grounds but pesticide use in 
Africa may also be a problem. 

Montagu’s Harrier  Circus pygargus: We had a single male of this Palearctic migrant on our drive out 
from Bilen and a female on our drive back to Addis at the end of the tour. A few other 
females were identified amongst the numerous ‘ringtails’ seen but it was obviously 
outnumbered by Pallid Harriers. George Montagu (1735-1815) was court-marshalled 
from the Wiltshire militia and dedicated his life to his mistress and ornithology. He 
collected the harrier in 1803 near his Devonshire home. 

Eurasian Marsh Harrier  Circus aeruginosus: Regular sightings of this Palearctic migrant in the Awash 
area and around the Rift Valley lakes. 

Gabar Goshawk  Micronisus gabar: Just a few sightings this year and mainly in the southeast. 
Dark Chanting Goshawk  Melierax metabates: A widespread and commonly encountered roadside 

bird that avoided the far south and was best identified by its red cere. 
Eastern Pale Chanting Goshawk  Melierax poliopterus: Our first one was seen on our drive to Negelle 

from the Bale Mountains. Later several great views were obtained of this ‘chanter’ with a 
yellow cere. It replaced the previous species in the south and southeast.  

Shikra  Accipiter badius: Several sightings of both immature and adult plumaged birds this year. Our 
first one was an immature at Melka Ghebdu where we had great views and discussed the 
identification of this age from Levant Sparrowhawk. Later several fine males were also 
seen.  

Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus: We had two sightings of this Palearctic migrant this year. The 
first one was only seen by János on the way to the Jemma Valley but later we had brilliant 
scope views of another one on our early morning walk out of Awash Falls Lodge as it was 
consuming a Barn Swallow.  

Rufous-breasted Sparrowhawk  Accipiter rufiventris: Several superb views of this usually scarce 
highland species on this year’s tour. First we had one showing several times at Gemassa 
Gedal, then another at Ankober and finally two in the Bale Mountains.  

Great Sparrowhawk  Accipiter melanoleucos (NL): A fine male was seen and photographed by John at 
Bishangari Lodge right behind his cabin but nobody else saw it. 

Steppe (Common) Buzzard  Buteo (buteo) vulpinus: We had a big migrating flock of about 250 birds 
at Debre Libanos, otherwise just small numbers were noted at widespread localities. The 
distinctive race concerned vulpinus, commonly known as ‘Steppe Buzzard’, is thought to 
be approaching species status by some taxonomists and is split by Sinclair et al. in Birds 
of Africa South of the Sahara. 

Mountain Buzzard  Buteo oreophilus: A rather brief sighting of this scarce high altitude buzzard at 
Harrena Forest. 

Augur Buzzard  Buteo augur: A common and distinctive raptor in the Ethiopian highlands. Both pale 
and dark morphs were seen with the former being more common. Up to 15 were 
counted one day. 

African Fish Eagle  Haliaeetus vocifer: Easy to see in appropriate habitat, it was common around the 
Rift Valley lakes. The biggest aggregation was around Lake Ziway fishing port and Lake 
Awassa fish market. The distinctive call has to be one of the most evocative sounds of 
Africa.  
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Lesser Spotted Eagle  Aquila pomarina: We had two sightings of this scarce Palearctic migrant. The 
first one was in the garden of the Awash Falls Lodge and later we saw another one as we 
were descending into Gibe Gorge on our last day. 

Greater Spotted Eagle  Aquila clanga: A great surprise to see this rare and secretive eagle on 
migration. Some of us had great views of an adult over the Dawa River while others were 
hunting for Pringle’s Puffback. 

Tawny Eagle  Aquila rapax: We encountered this species regularly all along the tour. The most 
memorable sighting was two birds eating a dead dog on the dirt road towards Debre 
Birhan. They allowed fantastic views! The wide range of different plumages are further 
confused by the fact that two races occur in Ethiopia, namely rapax and belisarius. Our 
sightings were not sub-specifically identified but presumably most if not all, were of the 
darker and less streaky belisarius. This form intergrades with the nominate race in 
southern Ethiopia. 

Steppe Eagle  Aquila nipalensis: Like the previous species we saw this Palearctic migrant regularly in 
widespread localities. Several were seen on the highlands but it was more common in the 
Awash area. Our biggest count of about 25 birds together was on the drive to Negelle. 
This was a particularly good stop as this was the place we nailed four Prince Ruspoli’s 
Turacos! 

Wahlberg’s Eagle  Aquila wahlbergi: Half the group saw a singleton at Gibe Gorge. It appeared over 
our hotel just a minute late for everybody to see as the room keys were already handed 
out. 

Verreaux’s Eagle  Aquila verreauxi: We had three sightings of this handsome and most distinctive 
eagle. The best was a pair and a juvenile at Debre Libanos. Others were seen at Gemassa 
Gedal and along the Ankober escarpment. The Verreaux family was a French father and 
three sons business. They were collectors who owned ‘Maison Verreaux’ the largest ever 
known ‘Natural History Emporium’! The eagle is named after one of the sons, Jean 
Baptiste Edouard Verreaux. 

African Hawk-Eagle  Hieraaetus spilogaster: We had very good views of a pair at Sof Omar. One of 
them glided right over us! 

Booted Eagle  Hieraaetus pennatus: We saw nine individuals of these attractive Palearctic migrants 
on the tour. We saw five dark morph and four pale morph birds and the obvious ‘landing 
light’ was a great feature on both morphs! 

Long-crested Eagle  Lophaetus occipitalis: Only two sightings this year, of which the better was on 
our last day on the drive to Gibe Gorge.   

 
FALCONIDAE 
Pygmy Falcon  Polihierax semitorquatus: We had several sightings of this diminutive and attractive 

little falcon in the Awash area and in the southeast. 
Lesser Kestrel  Falco naumanni: A great tour for this Palearctic migrant as we had four encounters 

with flocks of migrating birds. The first sizeable flock of about 40 birds were seen on the 
highlands towards Debre Birhan. We got superb scope views of several fine males. Later 
more flocks were seen in the Yabello area. This was the second best bird of the tour for 
Roy.  This species has undergone a rapid decline since 1950 and is classified as 
‘vulnerable’ by Birdlife International. The world population is thought to be less than 
60,000 with up to 21,000 pairs in Europe and North Africa. Habitat loss is considered to 
be the major threat but use of pesticides depleting prey is also a contributing factor. 

Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus: The Palearctic migrant birds of the nominate race were widely 
encountered throughout the tour. The darker, more heavily marked resident race 
rufescens was seen in the Jemma Valley, at Lake Langano and the in the Gibe Gorge.  

Grey Kestrel  Falco ardosiaceus: We had excellent views of one perched on a roadside pylon on our 
drive from Negelle to Yabello. Later another was seen briefly south of Yabello.  

Eurasian Hobby  Falco subbuteo: We saw two in the Awash National Park and then three in the 
Negelle area but our experience near Soda was absolutely amazing as we estimated 150 



 

18 Birdquest: Ethiopia 2009 
 

birds hunting low over the fields after some heavy showers. It was interesting to see them 
migrating in large flocks like Lesser Kestrels, Red-footed and Amur Falcons does. 

African Hobby  Falco cuvieri: Several great views of this very handsome raptor. Our first one was 
seen at Debre Libanos as it came very close while we were watching a Lammergeier. 
Later two more were seen towards Debre Birhan and at Gemassa Gedal.   

Lanner Falcon  Falco biarmicus: Several sightings and we had some very good looks at this large and 
attractive falcon. The most memorable was the pair perched on a gravel mound by the 
roadside towards Debre Birhan. 

Saker  Falco cherrug: One was seen by János at Lake Cheleleke but unfortunately it was circling 
against the sun so nobody else got on it. Later fortunately we came across another one in 
the Bale Mountains. This was a juvenile bird, which flew right over us. This rare species 
is considered ‘endangered’ by Birdlife International and its population is in continuous 
decline all over its range. The habitat loss and the Arabian falconers are the greatest 
threats to this species. Some interesting information about this species can be found on 
the website of the current EU Life+ project being undertaken in Hungary: 
http://www.sakerlife.mme.hu/en/content/show. Sadly the up-to-date whereabouts of the 
satellite-tracked birds has been removed as most hits came from the ‘falconer’ countries 
of Africa and Arabia in an effort to track down and catch our birds! Nevertheless some 
very interesting movements were revealed and the first record for Spain was one of the 
Hungarian birds.  

Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus:  Our first sighting was at Debre Libanos, where we had both flight 
and perched views. Later we had sightings in the Jemma Valley and at Gemassa Gedal on 
the Ankober escarpment too.  

 
PHASIANIDAE 
Common Quail  Coturnix coturnix (H): We heard this Palearctic migrant several times in the 

highlands. It must have been owing to the rains and the green fields everywhere as they 
are usually not very vocal on the wintering grounds. 

Moorland Francolin  Scleroptilas psilolaemus: First of all a single bird was spotted by Doug but the 
rest of us failed to locate it, owing to the rolling mist and fog. A few hours later Chris 
spotted two walking by the roadside on the way down from the plateau and we all had 
terrific views of this localised bird. It has recently been moved from the Francolinus genus 
to Scleroptila.  

Crested Francolin  Dendroperdix sephaena: Several sightings of this widespread species. Two forms 
occur in Ethiopia and the exact boundaries between the forms are unclear. Those in 
Awash and the Rift Valley are thought to belong to the race grantii, while in the south we 
encountered the larger form spilogaster, which is sometimes treated as part of a separate 
species, Kirk’s Francolin F. rovuma. Dr John Kirk was a British naturalist who 
accompanied David Livingstone on his Zambezi River expedition of 1858. It has recently 
been moved from the Francolinus genus to Dendroperdix. 

Scaly Francolin  Pternistis squamatus: Finally everybody managed to get good views of this skulking 
species in the garden of Bishangari Lodge. It was a nice addition to our growing francolin 
list! It has recently been moved from the Francolinus genus to Pternistis. 

Clapperton’s Francolin  Pternistis clappertoni: We all had excellent views of two birds fairly high up 
on a tree while driving into Bishangari Lodge. It has recently been moved from the 
Francolinus genus to Pternistis. Hugh Clapperton was a member of the 1823 expedition 
to chart the course of the Niger River. A “fiery, one-handed adventurer” he eventually 
died in Niger of fever and dysentery in 1827. 

Harwood’s Francolin  Pternistis harwoodi: Great views of four individuals in the Jemma Valley. The 
species is classed as ‘vulnerable’ by Birdlife International and is only found in a restricted 
area covering 50,000 square kilometres. Once thought to be restricted to Typha beds this 
is now known not to be true as our own observations confirm. Leonard Harwood was an 
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English naturalist and taxidermist. It has recently been moved from the Francolinus genus 
to Pternistis. 

Chestnut-naped Francolin  Pternistis castaneicollis: The first sighting of two birds was near Dinsho 
and later up to 20 birds were seen daily in the Bale Mountains. Some coveys had several 
different aged young birds. This is a near endemic also found in neighbouring Somalia. 
There is a single record from the Moyale area of northern Kenya. It has recently been 
moved from the Francolinus genus to Pternistis. 

Erckel’s Francolin  Pternistis erckelii: Several excellent views at Debre Libanos and in the Jemma 
Valley. As most other francolins in the region they were very vocal probably because of 
the rains. Only found in Ethiopia, Eritrea and Sudan. It has been introduced to Hawaii as 
well but Ethiopia is realistically the only easy place to see a ‘real’ one. It has recently 
been moved from the Francolinus genus to Pternistis. Theodor Erckel was a collector who 
travelled with Rüppell in Abyssinia. 

Yellow-necked Spurfowl  Pternistis leucoscepus: Several sightings on the drive from Negelle to 
Yabello in the south. It has recently been moved from the Francolinus genus to Pternistis. 

 
NUMIDIDAE 
Vulturine Guineafowl  Acryllium vulturinum: First seen on the drive from Negelle to Yabello then 

again in greater numbers just south of Yabello. This fantastic prehistoric looking creature 
has an incredible blue colouration on the breast!  

Helmeted Guineafowl  Numida meleagris: Common and widespread sightings throughout the tour 
with flocks of up to 60 birds. The form concerned has well-developed nasal tufts and this 
and other similar northeast African races were once treated as a separate species, Tufted 
Guineafowl N. meleagris. In the south we encountered the somalensis race with its pointy 
blue wattles with red tips. 

 
RALLIDAE 
Rouget’s Rail  Rougetius rougetii: A very showy rail (for a change), which was fairly common in the 

Bale Mountains and we saw up to 15 a day especially on the way up to the Sanetti 
Plateau. This is another Ethiopian and Eritrean endemic. This species is classified as ‘near 
threatened’ by Birdlife International. The species appears to be threatened by the rising 
human population and grazing pressures. J. Rouget (died in 1840) was a French explorer 
and collector in Ethiopia between the years 1839-1840.  

Black Crake  Amaurornis flavirostra: Another easy crake to see well. We had a few at the fishing port 
of Lakes Ziway but later it was common at Lake Awassa. On our early morning walk we 
counted 17 along the lakeshore in a 300-meter stretch.  

Allen’s Gallinule  Porhyrio alleni: We managed to get good views of this rather rare and secretive 
bird. At least two birds were present at the fish market of Awassa. Certainly a nice gap-
filling bird for some and a real bonus on this tour. This is an intra-African migrant hence a 
nomadic bird, which mainly follows the rain. Clearly this year we had all these nomadic 
thanks to the rain like Dwarf Bittern, Lesser Moorhen and this gallinule too. 

African Swamphen  Porphyrio madagascariensis: A family party of two adults and two young were 
seen at the fish market of Lake Awassa. The adult birds were frequently harassing the 
Allen’s Gallinules nearby. 

Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus: Easily seen in the Debre Zeit area and at the Rift Valley 
lakes where it was common. 

Lesser Moorhen  Gallinula angulata: A nice surprise to see this rare and elusive bird. The location was 
also fairly unusual for this species along the edge of the rushing Dawa River. Just as we 
were eating ‘bush breakfast’ János flushed one from a pile of silt by the riverside. It flew 
across the river and perched into a bush where we managed to relocate it with some 
efforts and we could all enjoy great telescope views of this rarely seen bird. 

Red-knobbed Coot  Fulica cristata: Small numbers were obvious on the Rift Valley lakes. 
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GRUIDAE 
Common Crane  Grus grus: We only saw a few small flocks of these Palearctic migrants on this year 

tour. The largest flock was 41 birds on our drive to Debre Birhan.  
Wattled Crane  Grus carunculatus: We had very nice views of six individuals on the Sanetti Plateau 

of the Bale Mountains. This beautiful bird is classified as ‘vulnerable’ by Birdlife 
International and numbers left in Ethiopia are certainly less than a few hundred. The main 
threat comes from loss of habitat. 

Black Crowned Crane  Balearica pavonina: We had flight views of two birds at Lake Cheleleke near 
Debre Zeit and then two more were seen at Lake Abiata. This stunning species is 
classified as ‘near threatened’ by Birdlife International although eastern populations are 
more stable than the nominate western form. The main threat comes from loss of habitat. 

 
OTIDIDAE 
Arabian Bustard  Ardeotis arabs: A total of eight were seen in the Awash area this year. The first one 

was seen near the Kereyou Lodge inside the park where it is fairly uncommon. The others 
were seen at Bilen and on the Ali Dege Plain. In the Awash National Park we even had 
one with a Northern Carmine Bee-eater riding on its back! Similarly to last year the 
Awash area was very lively and green as a result of the widespread rains prior to our visit.  

Kori Bustard  Ardeotis kori: Several excellent views this year. The highest count was five birds in the 
Awash National Park.  

Buff-crested Bustard  Lophotis gindiana: Several were seen in the Awash National Park and also in the 
far southeast. The first one was seen on our magical day with five species of bustards in 
Awash. It is sometimes placed in the genus Eupodotis. 

Northern White-bellied Bustard  Eupodotis senegalensis: Our first birds were seen in Awash National 
Park but later we saw at least five more in the southeast. This is another stunner!  

Hartlaub’s Bustard  Lissotis hartlaubii: Repeated excellent views of probably the same male bird in the 
Awash National Park. The species is sometimes placed in the genus Eupodotis. Gustav 
Hartlaub (1814-1900) was a German ornithologist connected with the Bremen Natural 
History Society Museum. He had a specialist interest in the birds of West and East Africa. 

 
JACANIDAE 
African Jacana  Actophilornis africanus: This lily-trotter was common in appropriate habitat all along 

the Rift Valley lakes. We had up to 40 birds at the fishing port of Lake Ziway. 
 
RECURVIROSTRIDAE 
Black-winged Stilt  Himantopus himantopus: Several sightings of this elegant bird in appropriate 

habitat. The highest count of 50 birds was on our first morning on the Sululta Plain. 
Pied Avocet  Recurvirostra avosetta: Our only sighting was a flock of 130 birds on the natron lake of 

Abiata.  
 
BURHINIDAE 
Stone-curlew  Burhinus oedicnemus: Two birds were seen and photographed by the third car south of 

Yabello when we were looking for coursers. 
Senegal Thick-knee  Burhinus senegalensis: We saw five birds along the Awash River in the Bilen 

area.  
Water Thick-knee  Burhinus vermiculatus: Repeated excellent views of several birds along the Dawa 

and Gibe Rivers and also a few along the shore of Lake Langano and Lake Ziway.  
 
GLAREOLIDAE 
Heuglin’s Courser  Rhinoptilus cinctus: We saw one on the main road south of Yabello very early in 

the morning but only the second and the third car got on the bird. Theodor von Heuglin 
(1824 - 1876) was a German explorer and ornithologist who wrote a two-volume book 
dealing with the birds of Ethiopia and northern Somalia. 
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Somali Courser  Cursorius somalensis: A very unfortunate encounter with two birds as only a few of 
us managed to get on it. We had extensive rainfalls in the south daily and the coursers 
proved very hard to find. Finally two birds were spotted near Soda but they flew off 
before we could all get on them. It was formerly lumped in Cream-coloured Courser but 
the distinctive morphological differences and restricted distribution suggest it is a good 
species. 

Collared Pratincole  Glareola pratincola: We had a flock of about 300 birds at Bilen in the north. We 
also saw a few at Lake Ziway and some on the floodwaters near Soda in the south. 
Obviously the recent torrential rains created huge temporary shallow lakes and mudflats 
all over the country and attracted these Palearctic migrants.  

Egyptian Plover  Pluvianus aegyptius: Absolutely fantastic views of two birds at Gibe Gorge on our 
last day. Two others were also seen in flight making it a total of four birds! It was a great 
experience and  grand final of the tour and certainly one of the real highlights for Gerry. 

 
CHARADRIIDAE 
African Wattled Plover  Vanellus senegallus: A single bird was spotted amongst the Spur-winged 

Plovers at Lake Cheleleke near Debre Zeit. This is a rather scarce visitor to the Rift Valley 
as it is a more western Ethiopian bird. 

Spot-breasted Plover  Vanellus melanocephalus: This sought after Ethiopian endemic was only seen 
on its breeding ground in the Bale Mountain National Park. We saw about 40 birds on 
the Sanetti Plateau near Goba. 

Spur-winged Plover  Vanellus spinosus: Common and widespread in suitable habitats especially along 
the Rift Valley. Up to 60 were seen at Lake Cheleleke. 

Black-winged Plover  Vanellus melanopterus: Several sightings throughout the highlands but 
particularly numerous en route to from Lake Langano to Goba, where we counted over 
300. 

Crowned Plover  Vanellus coronatus: Rather noisy neurotic birds from the Ali Dege Plain through the 
Rift to the far southeast. Most numerous was along the alkaline shoreline of  Lake Abiata. 

Little Ringed Plover  Charadrius dubius: Just two of these Palearctic migrants were seen this year. The 
first was one on the Sululta Plain and a second bird was along the Awash River in the 
Bilen area.  

Ringed Plover  Charadrius hiaticula: At least ten of these Palearctic migrants were at Lake Abiata and 
a few others at Lake Cheleleke and Lake Ziway. 

Kittlitz’s Plover  Charadrius pecuarius: The first two were seen by Sieghard at Lake Beseka near 
Awash. Later about 100 were counted around the shores of Lake Abiata. Friedrich 
Heinrich von Kittlitz (1799-1874) was a Russian ornithologist and artist and a close friend 
of Rüppell. Although he was not responsible for either collecting or describing this plover 
his illustrations made from specimens that he shot in Egypt established the link between 
them. 

Three-banded Plover  Charadrius tricollaris: A few sightings only. The first one was in the Jemma 
Valley and later it was seen at Lake Cheleleke and on the drive from Goba to Negelle.   

 
SCOLOPACIDAE 
Little Stint  Calidris minuta: The first two were seen by Sieghard by Lake Beseka near Awash. Later 

this Palearctic migrant was common at Lake Abiata and a few others were also seen at 
Lake Ziway. 

Temminck’s Stint  Calidris temminckii: This Palearctic migrant was first seen at Lake Cheleleke. Later 
Sieghard saw four by Lake Beseka near Awash and also a few were seen at Lake Ziway 
near the fishing port.  

Curlew Sandpiper  Calidris ferruginea: About ten winter-plumaged individual of this Palearctic 
migrant was seen at Lake Abiata.  
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Ruff  Philomachus pugnax: Good numbers of these Palearctic migrants in appropriate habitat. The 
largest gatherings were 600 on the shoreline of Lake Cheleleke and about 500 at Lake 
Abiata. 

Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago: Two of these Palearctic migrants were seen at Lake Ziway. 
African Snipe  Gallinago nigripennis: After some work a total of six were flushed in a highland bog of 

the Bale Mountains. 
Black-tailed Godwit  Limosa limosa: We saw this Palearctic migrant on our first morning on the 

Sululta Plain and also a few were seen at Lake Ziway.  
Spotted Redshank  Tringa erythropus: One of these Palearctic migrants was seen at the fish market of 

Awassa.  
Marsh Sandpiper  Tringa stagnatilis: Small numbers of these Palearctic migrants were seen in 

appropriate habitat. Especially along the Rift Valley lakes. 
Common Greenshank  Tringa nebularia: Small numbers of these Palearctic migrants were seen at 

widespread localities throughout the tour. The largest flock of ten birds was at the fish 
market of Awassa.  

Green Sandpiper  Tringa ochropus: Widespread sightings of this Palearctic migrant. Usually single 
birds along small pools and streams. 

Wood Sandpiper  Tringa glareola: More common than the previous species, we had widespread 
sightings of this Palearctic migrant with up to 20 birds at Lake Ziway near the fishing port. 

Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos: Widespread sightings of this common Palearctic migrant 
throughout the tour. 

 
STERCORARIDAE 
Arctic Skua  Stercorarius parasiticus: A surprising observation of an adult in flight at the fishing port of 

Lake Ziway. We even managed to take some record shots. According to the new Birds of 
the Horn of Africa book there are only two previous inland records from the Rift Valley! 

 
LARIDAE 
Grey-headed Gull  Larus cirrocephalus: We saw this species in a few locations. The highest count of 

bout 200 birds was at the fish market of Lake Awassa.  
Black-headed Gull  Larus ridibundus: Only very small numbers of these Palearctic migrants were seen 

this year at Lake Ziway and Lake Awassa.  
Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus: Two of this Palearctic migrant were seen at the fish market of 

Lake Awassa. It has recently been proposed that this nominate form concerned should be 
treated as a separate species, Baltic Gull L. fuscus. 

Heuglin’s Gull  Larus heuglini: Just a single individual was seen at Lake Langano. Larger billed, pale-
eyed and less dark-backed then the previous species but some individuals can be an 
identification challenge. 

 
STERNIDAE 
[This family is sometimes lumped in with the gulls, Laridae.] 
Gull-billed Tern  Sterna nilotica: We had widespread sightings of this Palearctic migrant on the Rift 

Valley lakes. Our largest flock was seen at Lake Babagaya near Debre Zeit. This species is 
sometimes placed in the monotypic genus Gelochelidon. 

Whiskered Tern  Chlidonias hybrida: Small numbers were seen, mostly in non-breeding plumage, on 
Lake Ziway and Lake Awassa.  

White-winged Tern  Chlidonias leucopterus: Many of these Palearctic migrants were seen in their 
non-breeding plumage on the Rift Valley lakes. Up to a hundred were counted from the 
Bilen Lodge as they went to roost.   

 
PTEROCLIDIDAE 
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Chestnut-bellied Sandgrouse  Pterocles exustus: We had several flocks up to 100 birds in the Awash 
National Park. It was still in smaller numbers then usual but distinctly more then last 
year!  

Lichtenstein’s Sandgrouse  Pterocles lichtensteinii: We had outstanding views of this superb species in 
the Awash National Park first and then widespread sightings at other locations in the 
south. It even made it into Roy’s top five birds of the trip! Martin Heinrich Carl 
Lichtenstein (1780-1857) was a German ornithologist with an interest in South African 
birds. 

Four-banded Sandgrouse  Pterocles quadricinctus: We were very lucky to encounter this species 
twice this year. The first pair was seen in Awash National Park and another pair virtually 
inside the garden of Bilen Lodge. A rarely seen sandgrouse on this tour. It has more 
westerly distribution in Ethiopia.  

 
COLUMBIDAE 
Bruce’s Green Pigeon  Treron waalia: Always a pleasure to see this colourful, yellow-bellied pigeon 

well. This year the first was spotted by John in the Jemma Valley and later we saw them 
at other locations like at Lake Langano and at the Prince Ruspoli’s Turaco site in the 
south. James Bruce was the Scottish explorer with an interest in birds, who discovered the 
source of the Blue Nile at Lake Tana. 

Tambourine Dove  Turtur tympanistria: After several leader only sightings some of us managed to get 
on one in the garden of Bishangari Lodge. The name refers to the rhythm of their song. 

Blue-spotted Wood Dove  Turtur afer: Our only sightings this year were in the garden of Bishangari 
Lodge. One bird posed nicely as it was sunbathing just a few meters away. The red and 
yellow bill is perhaps a better field mark than the blue spots. 

Emerald-spotted Wood Dove  Turtur chalcospilos: Small numbers were seen in dry bush country 
where it replaces the previous species. At some places the two species occur side by side. 

Namaqua Dove  Oena capensis: This attractive dove was common and widespread in dry habitat. 
Namaqualand is part of southern Namibia and coastal southwest South Africa. 

Lemon Dove  Aplopelia larvata: Great views of several individuals at Bishangari Lodge. In fact it was 
common and habituated to the guests as it even came into the open restaurant a few 
times. The species is sometimes placed in the genus Columba. The alternative name: 
Cinnamon Dove is perhaps more adequate. 

Olive Pigeon  Columba arquatrix: Our first sighting was a single bird at Yabello on the fig tree where 
we saw the Red-winged Starlings. Later two more were seen at Bishangari too. Also 
known as Rameron Pigeon in southern Africa.  

Speckled Pigeon  Columba guinea: This nicely patterned pigeon was seen on every single day of the 
tour and in most places (especially in towns) it was abundant. 

White-collared Pigeon  Columba albitorques: Absolutely no problem at all in seeing this highland 
Ethiopian and Eritrean endemic. We had excellent views on our first afternoon already at 
Debre Libanos in the garden of our lodge. Flocks of up to 500 were seen in the Bale 
Mountains. 

Feral Pigeon  Columba livia: A few feral birds in the Rift Valley settlements. 
Red-eyed Dove  Streptopelia semitorquata: A very common species all along the tour. The name 

refers as much to the red orbital skin around the eye as to the iris itself, which often 
appears black. 

African Mourning Dove  Streptopelia decipiens: This pale-eyed species was very common in the 
Awash area and in the Rift Valley. The distinctive ‘cuuurrrrrring’ always give away its 
presence. 

Vinaceous Dove  Streptopelia vinacea: We saw two in the Jemma Valley and another five in the Gibe 
Gorge. It is essentially a Western Ethiopian species. 

Ring-necked Dove  Streptopelia capicola: An abundant dry country dove that was constantly telling 
us to “work harder”! 
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African White-winged Dove  Streptopelia reichenowi: It took us a fair time but finally we had superb 
views along the Dawa River. We had it perched side by side with a Ring-necked Dove 
allowing a great comparison of the two species. This restricted range dove is only found 
in riverine habitats in southeast Ethiopia, extreme north-eastern Kenya and Somalia. The 
species is classified as ‘near threatened’ by Birdlife International. Destruction of habitat 
appears to be the main threat. 

European Turtle Dove  Streptopelia turtur: Two of these rare Palearctic visitors were seen in the 
Awash area. They were in the small Afar village on the way into the Ali Dege Plain.  

Dusky Turtle Dove  Streptopelia lugens: An abundant highland dove seen along the tour. Contra 
Zimmerman et al the species is usually treated as monotypic but has in the past included 
Adamawa Turtle Dove S. hypopyrrha. 

Laughing Dove  Streptopelia senegalensis: A most common and widespread species of the family in 
Ethiopia. The name refers to its call. 

 
PSITTACIDAE 
African Orange-bellied Parrot  Poicephalus rufiventris: We had several chances to see this attractive 

parrot well all along the tour. The longest and best views were obtained at Lake Langano 
as an adult and a juvenile were feeding on some fruits in the early morning sun! 

Yellow-fronted Parrot  Poicephalus flavifrons: This was our last Ethiopian endemic of the trip and we 
all enjoyed splendid views of feeding birds at Bishangari. The main reason for us to come 
into this new lodge was this species. We can surely say it did not disappoint us as we had 
over 40 birds early in the morning feeding in the garden. It was a magical sight! 
Interestingly the species is classified as being of ‘least concern’ by Birdlife International, 
which is a great surprise as the suitable habitat for this endemic is fast disappearing! 

Black-winged Lovebird  Agapornis taranta: Our first initial fleeting views gradually improved towards 
the end of the tour. An attractive Ethiopian and Eritrean endemic, which is usually easily 
viewed but this year it kept us waiting. Finally on the way out of Bishangari we had 
brilliant looks. The species is unique in that it is the only lovebird that uses its own 
feathers for its nest! 

 
MUSOPHAGIDAE 
White-cheeked Turaco  Tauraco leucotis: The first three were seen on our roadside picnic stop from 

Dodola to Dinsho. Later we had numerous opportunities to get good views of these 
stunning creatures with their pretty petal-like eye-wattles. It was particularly common in 
the Bale Mountains, especially in Harrena Forest. A near-endemic whose range only just 
creeps into SE Sudan and W Somalia.  

Prince Ruspoli’s Turaco  Tauraco ruspolii: The prince was very easy this year! We had brilliant views 
of four birds by a roadside stop on our way to Negelle. We stopped to look at some 
migrating eagles when we heard one calling and it did not take us long to find several 
birds in a nearby fig tree. Later we saw two more near Negelle. This Ethiopian endemic is 
classified as ‘vulnerable’ by Birdlife International, although it is generally now considered 
to be more common than once thought. Prince Eugenio Ruspoli (1866-1893) was an 
Italian explorer who travelled in 1891 until his death in 1893 when he was killed by an 
elephant that he had wounded. He had previously collected the turaco but had recorded 
no details of where and when he had done so. Salvadori named the turaco in his honour. 
Following to unbeatable looks it took the first place in the ‘Bird of the trip’ competition 
this year, in other words it was ’The Bird of the Trip’! Recent observations of hybrids with 
the Prince Ruspoli’s Turaco and the previous species have raised fears over the long-term 
genetic integrity of T. Ruspolii. 

Bare-faced Go-away Bird  Corythaixoides personatus: Several encounters this year with this scarce 
bird. The first one was seen at Melka Ghebdu and later several more were seen around 
Lake Langano and in the south. The name ‘go-away bird’ refers to the strange call the 
birds make. 
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White-bellied Go-away Bird  Corythaixoides leucogaster: A most striking and common dry-country 
bird with up to 540 seen in a travel day through the acacia bush. 

Eastern Grey Plantain-eater  Crinifer zonurus: Six were seen very well at Melka Ghebdu. Despite its 
name, it seems that plantains do not normally appear on the menu for this species! 

 
CENTROPODIDAE 
[This family is often lumped in Cuculidae] 
Jacobin Cuckoo  Clamator jacobinus: We had one bird on our drive from Negelle to Yabello. This 

was the pica race and the movement of this bird is not well known. This year tour was 
brilliant for cuckoos so definitely the rain is a very important for these nomadic birds! It 
was formerly placed in the Oxylophus genus together with the next species. 

Levaillant’s Cuckoo  Clamator levaillantii: A single bird was seen in the Gibe Gorge. Another 
nomadic cuckoo, which is also an intra-African migrant.  

Great Spotted Cuckoo  Clamator glandarius: Three birds were seen on the same day just south of 
Yabello. Another cuckoo whose movements are poorly understood and population 
presumably augmented with Palearctic migrants in winter. It is hard to say if we saw 
some migrants or some resident birds. Sure enough there were many other migrants 
around. 

Common Cuckoo  Cuculus canorus: We saw a total of seven migrants on this year’s tour. We also 
had a few more cuckoos, which were not seen well enough to identify but most probably 
were also this species.  

Klaas’s Cuckoo  Chrysococcyx klaas: Several encounters with this fine species on this year’s tour. The 
first two was seen in the Jemma Valley and everybody had very good prolonged views of 
these! It parasitizes warblers, sunbirds and other small passerines. The species was 
described by Stephens in 1853 and is supposedly named after one of François Levaillant’s 
(the famous French explorer and ornithologist and whose wife was the beautiful Narina) 
man servants. 

Diederik Cuckoo  Chrysococcyx caprius: We saw about four birds along the gallery forest of the 
Awash River near Bilen. Later we also had a few more around Lake Langano and Lake 
Abiata. Another intra-African migrant, which often appears during rains.  

White-browed Coucal  Centropus superciliosus: A widespread species seen in small numbers in open 
dry-country.  

Blue-headed Coucal  Centropus monachus: We saw three of these large, heavyweight coucals at 
Lake Awassa. The blue sheen to the head is not easy to see. 

 
 
STRIGIDAE 
Cape Eagle Owl  Bubo capensis: This year it made us work hard but after returning to the site a 

second time we eventually were treated to amazing views. The race concerned is dillonii. 
It has been proposed that the northern races be treated as a separate species, Mackinder’s 
Eagle Owl B. mackinderi. Partly for the reason we had to work for this species it took the 
fourth place in the ‘Bird of the trip’ competition this year! 

Greyish Eagle Owl  Bubo cinerascens: It was a good year for this bird with two seen at Lake Langano 
at a day-roost. Although we did not find it in the regular place we were happy to discover 
later that one was actually roosting right behind our cabins! This species was formerly 
conspecific with extralimital Spotted Eagle Owl. (which has yellow eyes). 

Verreaux’s Eagle Owl  Bubo lacteus: Great views of this common African bird at Lake Langano. The 
first evening we saw two adult birds by the cliff face. 

African Wood Owl  Ciccaba woodfordii: We all had great views of two calling birds in the garden of 
Bishangari Lodge. It is the umbrina race here in Ethiopia, which is a rather scarce bird.  

Abyssinian Owl  Asio abyssinicus: Certainly one of the highlights of this year’s tour to see this 
enigmatic species! First we heard one distantly in the garden of our lodge at Debre 
Libanos and then saw one at Dinsho. We heard about a roosting bird, which was 
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followed by a local warden in the Bale Mountain National Park day by day. When we 
arrived at the site the bird was not at its roost despite being there a few hours earlier. We 
then searched the area without success but just as we decided to leave we bumped into 
the roosting bird! What a great relief after all the effort and high hopes! It took the third 
place in the ‘Bird of the trip’ competition this year! 

 
CAPRIMULGIDAE 
Slender-tailed Nightjar  Caprimulgus clarus: Three birds were spotlit just behind our tents in Bilen. 

We also saw two at Lake Langano on the first evening and then two birds were found 
next day at a day roost. This was very popular and we all had amazing views in full 
afternoon sunlight. It was also heard in the garden of Bishangari Lodge. 

Montane Nightjar  Caprimulgus poliocephalus: It was regularly heard around our huts at Debre 
Libanos and we all had good views at one there on the first evening. The species is 
sometimes named Abyssinian Nightjar. 

Donaldson-Smith’s Nightjar  Caprimulgus donaldsoni: We all had great views of this small, restricted 
range nightjar down to just a few feet in the Yabello area. A pair came in close, showed 
very well but did not stay long. Arthur Donaldson Smith (1864-1939) was an American 
traveller and hunter with an interest in East Africa. In actual fact the name should not be 
hyphenated, as Donaldson was his middle name. 

Freckled Nightjar  Caprimulgus tristigma: Three birds were seen very well at Lake Langano on our first 
evening. 

 
APODIDAE 
African Palm Swift  Cypsiurus parvus: This year we only had one sighting of two birds on our drive to 

Bilen Lodge in the Awash area. Unfortunately  most people were sleeping so only Judy 
and János saw them. 

Nyanza Swift  Apus niansae: Virtually the first species we saw after landing at Addis Ababa airport. 
Later it was most common over the Jemma Valley but smaller numbers were noted 
elsewhere. Nyanza is a province in western Kenya and a Bantu word meaning “lake”. 

Common Swift  Apus apus: Two encounter this year with this Palearctic migrant. About 30 birds were 
seen at Debre Libanos and then about 15 were mixed into several hundred migrating 
hirundines on our way to the Bale Mountains.  

Horus Swift  Apus horus: Two were seen well amongst thousands of other swifts and swallows over 
the Jemma River. 

Little Swift  Apus affinis: Just five were seen amongst thousands of other swifts and swallows over the 
Jemma River. It was in the same flock that we identified the previous species too.  

Mottled Swift  Tachymarptis aequatorialis: About 40 were seen hunting fairly low at Lake Cheleleke 
near Debre Zeit. We took several photos and the mottling was not always easy to see 
well! Later a few more were seen close to Negelle. The species is sometimes placed in 
the Apus genus. 

Alpine Swift  Tachymarptis melba: Small numbers were seen very low at Awash National Park. Later 
bigger numbers were noted at Lake Langano, near Negelle and at Yabello. It was not 
clear whether these birds were resident africanus or Palearctic migrants. The species is 
sometimes placed in the Apus genus. 

 
COLIIDAE 
Blue-naped Mousebird  Urocolius macrourus: It was commonly seen in drier habitats. Their thinner 

tails, greyer plumage, preference for drier habitats and the call distinguish these strange 
looking birds from the next species. These unique and ancient birds belong to the 
Coliiformes, the only order of birds that is endemic to the Afrotropics. 

Speckled Mousebird  Colius striatus: The first birds were seen in the garden of our Debre Libanos 
lodge. Later it was a common and widespread bird throughout the tour.  
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TROGONIDAE 
Narina Trogon  Apaloderma narina: A superb male was seen very in the Harrena Forest of the Bale 

Mountains. We had a picnic lunch by the roadside and a fairly large feeding flock came 
by. We followed them into the forest and this male trogon showed well. Later we had a 
female at Lake Awassa in the hotel garden. It was a bit of a surprise there! Named after 
the beautiful Hottentot mistress of Levaillant. 

 
ALCEDINIDAE 
Grey-headed Kingfisher  Halcyon leucocephala: Several sightings of this intra-African migrant in the 

Jemma Valley, in the Bilen area and also at Sof Omar. 
Woodland Kingfisher  Halcyon senegalensis: This attractive kingfisher was commonly seen along the 

tour especially numerous around Lakes Langano, Awassa and Ziway. 
Striped Kingfisher  Halcyon chelicuti: This dry country kingfisher was first seen in the Awash National 

Park. Later we had many sightings in the south. 
African Pygmy Kingfisher  Ispidina picta: Small numbers were seen in the Jemma Valley, in the Bilen 

area and in the various hotel gardens around Lake Langano. The species is sometimes 
placed in the genus Ceyx. 

Malachite Kingfisher  Alcedo cristata: A charming bird, particularly common around the Rift Valley 
lakes. We estimated about 20 on our morning walk at Lake Awassa. This species is 
sometimes placed in the genus Corythornis. 

Half-collared Kingfisher  Alcedo semitorquata: A good showing this year with one bird seen several 
times in the Jemma Valley and two more were seen at Melka Ghebdu. 

Pied Kingfisher  Ceryle rudis: This noisy kingfisher is always a pleasure to see and was particularly 
common at Lakes Ziway and Awassa. 

Giant Kingfisher  Megaceryle maxima: The first sighting was very brief at Melka Ghebdu, flying over 
the river and only for Chris and János. At the end of the tour we all had one nicely 
perched for several minutes at the fishing port of Lake Ziway. This is the largest kingfisher 
in Africa and it is the nominate race here in Ethiopia. 

 
MEROPIDAE 
Little Bee-eater  Merops pusillus: We encountered the brightly coloured local cyanostictus race with 

its purple-blue breast band regularly all along the tour. The first of these delightful little 
birds was seen at Awash National Park and the largest numbers were recorded around 
Lake Langano. 

Blue-breasted Bee-eater  Merops variegatus: It was easily seen in the highland areas and was most 
numerous at Melka Ghebdu, where Doug took some excellent pictures! The large form 
concerned has a stunning blue forehead and broad eyebrow and is sometimes placed 
with Cinnamon-chested Bee-eater M. oreobates or has even been proposed as a separate 
species, Ethiopian Bee-eater M. lafresnayii.  

Blue-cheeked Bee-eater  Merops persicus: Unfortunately only some of us saw three birds in flight. On 
our travel day from the Bale Mountains to Negelle the Palearctic migration was in full 
swing and much in evidence. All day eagles, harriers, bee-eaters, wheatears were 
migrating in good numbers. We had a roadside stop and the three birds flew by the 
‘gentlemen’ side hence not everybody saw them.  

Madagascar Bee-eater  Merops superciliosus: This year it was fairly common in the Awash National 
Park with up to 20 seen daily. 

European Bee-eater  Merops apiaster: Migrating flocks were commonly seen all along this year’s tour. 
Usually 10 to 25 birds together but up to 48 were counted at Debre Libanos.   

Northern Carmine Bee-eater  Merops nubicus: Several encounters with this intra-African migrant 
throughout the tour! The largest count of 62 birds was just outside Awassa. We even saw 
it hitching rides on an Arabian Bustard in Awash National Park! This form is sometimes 
lumped in Southern Carmine Bee-eater M. nubicoides using the name Carmine Bee-eater 
for the enlarged species. 
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CORACIIDAE 
Rufous-crowned Roller  Coracias naevius: A very tame individual was seen and photographed at 

Melka Ghebdu. Later we had several sightings of this handsome roller in the south. 
Abyssinian Roller  Coracias abyssinicus: This very long-tailed and attractive species was easily seen 

throughout the tour but was especially numerous in the Awash and Gibe areas. 
European Roller  Coracias garrulus: An amazing total of 10 were seen on this year’s tour. This also 

shows what a strong Palearctic migration we witnessed this year as it is a ‘two-star bird’ 
on our checklist. Most sightings were in the Awash National Park and in the Yabello area. 

Lilac-breasted Roller  Coracias caudatus: The first was seen on our drive to Negelle and it was later 
common in the southeast with up to 10 counted daily. The race concerned, lorti, is 
known as Blue-breasted Roller and has been proposed as a separate species.  

 
PHOENICULIDAE 
Black-billed Wood-hoopoe  Phoeniculus somaliensis: Commonly encountered in appropriate habitat 

all along the tour. The first group was seen in the Jemma Valley but later it was numerous 
especially in the Langano area. In spite of the name the species can show a red bill to a 
greater or lesser extent. It also responds aggressively to calls of Green Wood-hoopoe P. 
purpureus and it species status appears distinctly ‘dodgy’! 

Black Wood-hoopoe  Rhinopomastus aterrimus: We had excellent views of about three different birds 
in the Langano area and later a singleton was seen on our drive from Negelle to Yabello.   

Abyssinian Scimitarbill  Rhinopomastus minor: Great views of the nominate race were obtained in 
the Awash area and it was also common in the south. The northern birds had white wing 
bar but the cabanisi race that lacks the white bar in the wing was also seen in the south. 

 
UPUPIDAE 
Eurasian Hoopoe  Upupa epops: Just three of these Palearctic migrants were seen on this year’s tour. 
Central African Hoopoe  Upupa (epops) senegalensis: Large numbers of the more deeply coloured 

birds representing the resident race senegalensis were seen in the Awash area and in the 
southeast. Hoopoe taxonomy is presently under debate with some authorities arguing for 
up to four species to be recognised. Some argue that the breeding populations in sub-
Saharan Africa are specifically distinct whilst others just limit this distinction to the 
southern race africana. 

 
BUCEROTIDAE 
Abyssinian Ground Hornbill  Bucorvus abyssinicus: A total of eight sightings of 20 birds. These 

impressively ‘prehistoric-looking’ birds with their wonderful eyelashes and big tubes on 
their head look decidedly strange. 

Northern Red-billed Hornbill  Tockus erythrorhynchus: Definitely the most commonly encountered 
hornbill on the tour. Although it was only common in the Awash area it was abundant in 
the south. Various taxonomic changes have been proposed within the ‘red-billed 
hornbill’ complex based on eye colour, vocalisations and display. This form was 
previously the nominate race of Red-billed Hornbill T. erythrorhynchus. 

Eastern Yellow-billed Hornbill  Tockus flavirostris: Many good views of this banana-billed bird in 
Awash National Park, although it was less common in the south. 

Von der Decken’s Hornbill  Tockus deckeni: First seen at Lake Langano, but later it was really 
common in the far south. The German collector Baron Claus von der Decken studying 
East African natural history was murdered at Bardera in Somalia in 1865. 

Hemprich’s Hornbill  Tockus hemprichii: Seen first along the scenic cliffs of the Jemma Valley but 
small numbers were seen in the Rift Valley around Lake Langano and also at Gibe Gorge. 
Friedrich Wilhelm Hemprich (1796 - 1825) was a Russian naturalist who had a specialist 
interest in Egypt and Abyssinia. 
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African Grey Hornbill  Tockus nasutus: The second most common hornbill on the tour. It was very 
common in the Awash area but was also regularly seen in the south. 

Silvery-cheeked Hornbill  Bycanistes brevis: The first pair of these huge and very impressive birds was 
seen in the Harrena Forest of the Bale Mountains but only by János. Later it was really 
common around Lake Awassa on the large fruiting fig trees. This species is sometimes 
placed in the genus Ceratogymna. 

 
CAPITONIDAE 
Red-fronted Tinkerbird  Pogoniulus pusillus: A beautiful bird and first seen well at Melka Ghebdu. 

Our best views were at Sof Omar and Bishangari however. 
Yellow-fronted Tinkerbird  Pogoniulus chrysoconus: Two were seen in the Harenna Forest of the Bale 

Mountains.  
Red-fronted Barbet  Tricholaema diademata: Several great views of this striking barbet at Lake 

Langano. 
Black-throated Barbet  Tricholaema melanocephala: The black-throated nominate race was seen at 

Bilen in the north and the brown-bibbed stigmatothorax race was seen several times in 
the south. 

Banded Barbet  Lybius undatus: A very smart Ethiopian and Eritrean endemic that was seen well on 
several occasions. Our first sighting was at Melka Ghebdu. At Lake Langano we saw the 
white-headed morph of the race leucogenys. It has a very interesting insect like call, 
which reminds me a bit of the Fire-tufted Barbet in Asia. 

Black-billed Barbet  Lybius guifsobalito: Another stunning bird, which was common in the Jemma 
Valley but we also, encountered it in other localities. 

Double-toothed Barbet  Lybius bidentatus: Repeated great views of this very charismatic barbet on 
the fig trees at Lake Awassa. The name-giving fearsome bill was very obvious, its main 
tool for eating figs. 

Red-and-Yellow Barbet  Trachyphonus erythrocephalus: As last year we only had a single bird while 
we kept our eyes wide open on the drive from the Bale Mountains to Negelle. We 
counted eleven birds in total and later a few more were seen in the south. It is a very 
colourful bird, which has an affinity for ‘red’ termite mounds.  

Yellow-breasted Barbet  Trachyphonus margaritatus: We had excellent views of several birds in the 
Awash area. Even in the actual park they were very obvious this year not only in the 
Bilen area. Ethiopia is one of the few easily accessible countries in which it can 
realistically be found. A species with a wide but narrow distribution cross the Sahel.  

D’Arnaud’s Barbet  Trachyphonus darnaudii: Up to ten were seen around Yabello. This is another 
splendid barbet of the Trachyphonus genus and hugely entertaining particularly when 
watched performing their tail-wiggling duets. D’Arnaud was a French explorer and hunter 
travelling in Sudan and Ethiopia between 1841-43. 

 
INDICATORIDAE 
Wahlberg’s Honeybird  Prodotiscus regulus: One of these rather scarce and secretive birds was seen 

well several times in a big mixed feeding party of birds that we encountered in the 
Harrena Forest of the Bale Mountains.    

Greater Honeyguide  Indicator indicator: Only a single bird was seen by some of us in the garden of 
our hotel at Debre Libanos. 

Lesser Honeyguide  Indicator minor: Two birds were seen very well in the garden of Bishangari Lodge 
at Lake Langano. 

 
PICIDAE 
Eurasian Wryneck  Jynx torquilla: The first of this Palearctic migrant was seen in the Bilen area. We 

had two birds at Lake Langano later and a lastly one at Lake Awassa. 
Red-throated Wryneck  Jynx ruficollis: We had absolutely amazing looks at a family party with a 

newly fledged juvenile bird at Lake Langano. We saw it just a few minutes after a migrant 
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Eurasian Wryneck making it a special occasion seeing both of the wrynecks of the World 
almost side by side. This is the aequatorialis race in Ethiopia. 

Nubian Woodpecker  Campethera nubica: This handsome, very spotty woodpecker was commonly 
encountered throughout the trip. 

Abyssinian Woodpecker  Dendropicos abyssinicus: It can sometimes be the trickiest Ethiopian 
endemic. This year after some hard work had great views of a male bird responding well 
to tape in the Bale Mountains. As usual once we nailed it, we came across another male 
in the Harrena Forest. The alternative name of ‘Golden-backed Woodpecker’ is also very 
appropriate!  

Cardinal Woodpecker  Dendropicos fuscescens: This tiny and spotty woodpecker was commonly 
encountered throughout the trip especially in dry habitats.  

Bearded Woodpecker  Dendropicos namaquus: Many good looks at both sexes of the schoensis race 
in the Langano area and at Yabello. 

African Grey-headed Woodpecker  Dendropicos spodocephalus: The first encounter was at Lake 
Langano while we were having breakfast. Not everybody saw this fine male but they all 
caught up with it later in the Harrena Forest. Sieghard found a nest at the end of the tour 
in the garden of Negash Lodge. 

 
ALAUDIDAE 
Singing Bush Lark  Mirafra cantillans: We had several good views in the Awash National Park both in 

flight and on the ground.  
Foxy Lark Mirafra alopex: A total of eight birds were seen in the south. Several singing birds were very 

obliging south of Yabello. The bright, reddish subspecies macdonaldi is restricted to the 
Yabello/Mega area. Although HBW does not recognise the race and lump it with 
intercedens despite the very obvious colour differences. This ‘new’ species is a result of 
recent genetic evidence and was previously lumped in Fawn-coloured Lark C. 
africanoides and placed in the genus Mirafra. Sibley & Monroe and others historically, 
however, have preferred to restrict this split to the form alopex only.  

Gillett’s Lark  Mirafra gilletti: About three individuals were seen in the Awash National Park and a 
single bird was around the Dawa River area. It has a very distinctive song, which helps to 
locate this bird in the dry bush. Major F. A. Gillett (1872-1944) hunted big game in 
Somalia in 1894. The Degodi Lark  Mirafra degodiensis is now considered to be 
synonymous with this species!  

Liben Lark  Heteromirafra sidamoensis: We saw four of these rare Ethiopian endemic larks on the 
Liben Plains. This lark has just been renamed as Liben Lark (it used to be called Sidamo 
Long-clawed Lark) because of its very restricted distribution to the Liben Plains. It was 
surprising weather at the site when we first got there in the morning in the form of thick 
fog. We walked around the habitat and as soon as the mist lifted we located the 
distinctive ‘parachute’ display of the species. Superb views were had of this very rare 
bird. First collected in 1968, this species has been seen regularly ever since. It is 
Classified as ‘critically endangered’ by Birdlife International, owing to the small area of 
open grassland habitat, which is threatened by cultivation and human intrusion. The total 
surviving population is estimated to be between 50-250 birds.  

Erlanger’s Lark  Calandrella erlangeri: We had many great views of this common Ethiopian highland 
species. It is alternatively lumped in Blanford’s Lark C. blanfordi or Red-capped Lark C. 
cinerea. If treated as a monotypic species, it then becomes an Ethiopian endemic. 
Dowsett & Forbes-Watson complicated the issue by including it under Somali Short-toed 
Lark. This is surprising, as erlangeri is obviously a ‘red-capped’ type and not a member of 
the somalica ‘short-toed’ complex. The new Birds of the Horn of Africa book suggests it is 
an endemic and a very distinctive species. 

Somali Short-toed Lark  Calandrella somalica: Quite common and easy to see on the Liben Plains this 
year. We saw up to 15 and some allowed very close views.  
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Short-tailed Lark  Pseudalaemon fremantlii: After some searching we finally located a flock of 25 birds 
feeding on a very short grass field. We had great views of these distinctive larks.  

Thekla Lark  Galerida theklae: Commonly seen in the highlands. These Ethiopian birds have 
historically been regarded as a race of Short-crested Lark, G. malabarica. In the highlands 
around Addis Ababa we saw the praetermissa race, while in the Bale Mountains the huei 
subspecies. 

Chestnut-backed Sparrow Lark  Eremopterix leucotis: A superb looking bird and we had several 
excellent views in the Awash National Park. They often came drink from the puddles on 
the tracks.  

Chestnut-headed Sparrow Lark  Eremopterix signatus: We only saw it in flight first thing in the 
morning in the Bilen area but in the midday heat Chris found several in the garden of the 
Lodge. We had great looks as they were sheltering under bushes.  

 
HIRUNDINIDAE 
Blue Saw-wing   Psalidoprocne pristoptera: We saw about ten of these bluish-glossed birds in the 

Jemma Valley as we climbed back to the Plateau. Two more were seen at the end of the 
tour in the Gibe Gorge. The taxonomy of saw-wings has been much debated and many 
authorities take the easy option by lumping all forms as Black Saw-wing Psalidoprocne 
pristoptera. Clements follows Sibley & Monroe in splitting the complex. If this treatment 
is followed then Blue Saw-wing becomes a near Ethiopian & Eritrean endemic just 
creeping into neighbouring Somalia as well. 

Brown Saw-wing  Psalidoprocne antinorii: These brown glossed birds were first seen in the Harenna 
Forest. Sibley & Monroe and Clements split this form but it is often lumped in Black Saw-
wing Psalidoprocne pristoptera. If split it then becomes another Ethiopian endemic. The 
new field guide to the Birds of the Horn of Africa lump this and the previous species into 
Black Saw-wing. 

Plains Martin  Riparia paludicola: Widespread sightings of this subtle bird with up to 100 seen. 
Sand Martin  Riparia riparia: This Palearctic migrant was observed passing through in good numbers 

particularly in the highlands when we were driving to Goba where up to 200 were seen. 
Lesser Striped Swallow  Hirundo abyssinica: We saw four birds in the Jemma Valley around the main 

bridge and about 15 in the Gibe Gorge on our last day. The species is sometimes placed 
in the genus Cecropsis. 

Red-rumped Swallow  Hirundo daurica: Several sightings of small numbers throughout the tour. 
Most, if not all the sightings in the highlands appeared to be of the resident race 
melanocrissa. A few migrating flocks when we were driving to the Bale Mountains, 
however, appeared to be the Palearctic migrant form rufula. The species is sometimes 
placed in the genus Cecropsis. 

Rock Martin  Hirundo fuligula: Common and widespread throughout the highlands. 
Wire-tailed Swallow  Hirundo smithii: Only a few sightings on the tour. The first was seen in the 

Jemma Valley and the highest count was in the Gibe Gorge. 
White-tailed Swallow  Hirundo megaensis: We had repeated great views of this tame and beautifully 

clean-cut Ethiopian endemic flying around us in the Yabello area during our stay. We 
also had excellent opportunities to see the white tail, which is very obvious on the flying 
bird. The first nest of the species was discovered as recently as May 1996, attached to the 
post of a Boran hut. It is classified as ‘vulnerable’ by Birdlife International. Habitat loss 
would appear to be the main threat. 

Ethiopian Swallow  Hirundo aethiopica: Small numbers were seen in the Awash area. The first birds 
were spotted around Lake Beseka, while we were having a ‘bush breakfast’ and later 
some more were seen at Bilen. 

Red-chested Swallow  Hirundo lucida: It took some time to find this localised bird this year as there 
was a large flock of migrating Barn Swallows at the stake out. After a thorough search we 
managed to spot one, which kindly perched for us allowing excellent looks. The isolated 
race concerned is rothschildi and its distinctive white axillaries were noted.  
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Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica: This Palearctic migrant was abundant throughout this year’s tour. The 
highest concentration was on the drive to the Bale Mountains when we estimated 500 
birds on the roadside wires.  

Common House Martin  Delichon urbicum: Small numbers of Palearctic migrants were seen at 
widespread localities usually amongst other migrating hirundines. 

 
MOTACILLIDAE 
Blue-headed Wagtail  Motacilla (flava) flava: A very abundant Palearctic migrant in numerous 

locations and habitats. Of the various races this form was the most common and 
widespread. Taxonomy of the flava complex is subject to much discussion. 

Black-headed Wagtail  Motacilla (flava) feldegg: Small numbers of this Palearctic migrant were seen 
near the fishing port at Lake Ziway.  

Yellow-headed Wagtail  Motacilla (flava) lutea: Only two of these Palearctic migrants were noted. 
The first one was on our drive from Debre Birhan towards Addis Ababa and later another 
one was on the Liben Plain near Negelle.  

Grey-headed Wagtail  Motacilla (flava) thunbergi: Only one of this Palearctic migrant was seen 
among other Yellow Wagtails at Lake Ziway by Judi and János. 

Grey Wagtail  Motacilla cinerea: First seen in the Jemma Valley but later we had another one on our 
drive to the Bale Mountains and one at Bishangari Lodge near Lake Langano.  

Mountain Wagtail  Motacilla clara: Several great looks at this charming wagtail in different localities. 
It was first seen at Debre Libanos near the Portuguese Bridge. 

African Pied Wagtail  Motacilla aguimp: Three encounters with this beauty this year. The first sighting 
was from the balcony of Awash Falls Lodge while having breakfast and then we had 
some along the Dawa River and also on our last day at Gibe Gorge. 

Grassland Pipit  Anthus cinnamomeus: The first was seen on the Sululta Plain and then another in the 
Awash National Park. 

Tawny Pipit  Anthus campestris: About 12 of this Palearctic migrant were seen in the Awash National 
Park and later a single bird was near Sof Omar. 

Long-billed Pipit  Anthus similis (H): We heard one displaying at Lemmi Rocks on the edge of the 
Jemma Valley but our focus was disrupted by francolins and we never actually saw the 
bird. 

Plain-backed Pipit  Anthus leucophrys: We had good views of two south of Yabello and had another 
one at Gibe Gorge. 

Tree Pipit  Anthus trivialis: Small numbers of these Palearctic migrants were noted at widespread 
localities. They were most obvious in the Jemma Valley but a few other were seen 
elsewhere. 

Red-throated Pipit  Anthus cervinus: We only had three sightings. Usually this Palearctic migrant is 
numerous on the highlands but I guess we were just a touch early for the bulk of the 
wintering birds. 

Abyssinian Longclaw  Macronyx flavicollis: A poor showing this year with only four seen on the 
Sanetti Plateau in the Bale Mountains. Listed as ‘Near-threatened’ by Birdlife 
International’s. Increasing levels of cultivation and grazing could threaten its survival. 

 
CAMPEPHAGIDAE 
Red-shouldered Cuckooshrike  Campephaga phoenicea: We had a female bird at the headquarters of 

the Abiata-Shala National Park. This bird has much yellow edging on the wings like the 
Black Cuckooshrike female but the under tail is black. Later we also had a fine male in 
the garden of Bishangari Lodge. 

Grey Cuckooshrike  Coracina caesia: We had two different sightings of three birds in the Harrena 
Forest of the Bale Mountains on our roadside birding stops. 

 
PYCNONOTIDAE 
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Northern Brownbul  Phyllastrephus strepitans: We had excellent views at Sof Omar and near Dawa 
River. 

Common Bulbul  Pycnonotus barbatus: The white-vented birds we commonly encountered from the 
western highlands through to Awash represented the race schoanus. Work done on the 
bulbuls by Hall & Moreau has been inconclusive. However, the complex is another one 
that has been subject to much splitting and lumping.  

Dark-capped Bulbul  Pycnonotus tricolor: If treated as a full species, as in Sibley & Monroe and 
Sinclair et al, then the dark-headed, yellow-vented birds of the race spurius that we 
encountered in the south-eastern highlands would be part of this species. Zimmerman et 
al. and Stevenson & Fanshawe lump this form in Common Bulbul Pycnonotus barbatus. 

Dodson’s Bulbul  Pycnonotus dodsoni: This attractive bulbul of the dry bush country from Sof Omar 
to Yabello sports yellow under-tail coverts, has a white-tipped tail, a large white ear spot 
and a scaly breast and upper parts! W. Dodson was a taxidermist collecting in the Middle 
East and Morocco at the end of the 19th century. It is probably this man that the bulbul 
was named after. Zimmerman et al. and Stevenson & Fanshawe lump this form in 
Common Bulbul Pycnonotus barbatus. 

Somali Bulbul  Pycnonotus somaliensis: Two seen in the Bilen area of Awash, showed all the 
characters of this form. This distinctive bulbul of the dry bush country is very similar to 
Dodson's Bulbul but has white under-tail coverts and a less distinctive white ear spot. 
The white-tipped tail and the scaly breast and upper parts are obvious! Zimmerman et al 
and Stevenson & Fanshawe lump this form in Common Bulbul Pycnonotus barbatus. 

 
TURDIDAE 
Thrush Nightingale  Luscinia luscinia: We heard this secretive Palearctic migrant at Debre Libanos 

first but could not catch sight of it. Later, as we were sitting and waiting to leave 
Bisgangari Lodge, one showed extremely well and almost came into the restaurant! As if 
this was not enough, on our early morning walk at Lake Awassa we had one on the path 
side by side with a Common Nightingale allowing great comparison opportunities! 
Fantastic sightings of this rarely seen migrant!  

Nightingale  Luscinia megarhynchos: Several of  this Palearctic migrant were heard and seen at 
various locations this year. Our best views were at Lake Langano and Lake Awassa. 

Rüppell’s Robin Chat  Cossypha semirufa: A common bird and easy to see with some super views in 
the highlands. It was particularly numerous in the Bale Mountains. 

White-browed Robin Chat  Cossypha heuglini: Singletons were seen well at Lake Awassa. Also 
known as Heuglin’s Robin. 

Spotted Palm-Thrush  Cichladusa guttata: Two of these showy songsters were seen well on our drive 
to Yabello at our roadside ‘lunch’ spot where we also nailed Bare-eyed Thrush.  

White-browed Scrub Robin  Cercotrichas leucophrys: It was numerous and very obvious in the 
Awash area and also in the south. The distinctive leucoptera race concerned is known as 
White-winged Scrub Robin and has been treated as a separate species in the past. This 
bird is a loud songster with a most variable but repetitive song. 

Rufous Bush Chat  Cercotrichas galactotes: We saw three birds in Awash National Park. These were 
of the Palearctic migrant race syriaca.  

Black Scrub Robin  Cercotrichas podobe: This Sahel-distributed species was seen briefly at Bilen. It is 
a rather scarce bird in Ethiopia.  

Common Redstart  Phoenicurus phoenicurus: Fair numbers of these Palearctic migrants were 
encountered at various locations but it was most common by far around Lake Langano. 
Most of them were the distinctive samamisicus race, which breeds in Asia Minor through 
to Iran. 

Siberian Stonechat  Saxicola maura: We had a probable one on our drive from Debre Libanos to 
Debre Birhan but could not get good enough views. Later János saw one on our way to 
the Bale Mountains. 
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African Stonechat  Saxicola torquatus: Just a few sightings on the tour. The first ones were seen on our 
way back from Melka Ghebdu around Ankober. Recent DNA work suggests that the 
resident African races of stonechat are worthy of specific rank and named African 
Stonechat S. torquatus. In this event Common Stonechat is renamed S. rubicola because 
in 1776 Linnaeus described the type specimen of torquatus from a specimen collected of 
all places from the Cape of Good Hope! Most of the birds we saw were of the resident 
local albofasciatus race. This is a superb looking pied bird, which is distinctly different in 
both male and female plumages.  

Whinchat  Saxicola rubetra: We saw two of these uncommon Palearctic migrants. One was at Lake 
Cheleleke and another in the Gibe Gorge.  

Northern Wheatear  Oenanthe oenanthe: We had only three sightings of this Palearctic migrant, two 
in the Western Highlands and one near Dawa River. 

Pied Wheatear  Oenanthe pleschanka: This Palearctic migrant was numerous throughout the tour 
both in the highlands and in the lowlands. It was especially prominent in the last week of 
the tour.  

Abyssinian Black Wheatear  Oenanthe lugubris: Many sightings of this handsome bird in the western 
highlands. This species is dimorphic although we noted mainly black-bellied birds during 
our travels. This form is usually lumped in Schalow’s Wheatear O. schalowi and both are 
sometimes lumped with Mourning Wheatear O. lugens. 

Red-breasted Wheatear  Oenanthe bottae: A smart, bulky wheatear and a familiar sight along the 
highland roadsides. Up to 30 were seen on a day. 

Isabelline Wheatear  Oenanthe isabellina: This Palearctic migrant was also very common and a 
familiar sight along the roadsides. 

Familiar Chat  Cercomela familiaris: Everybody saw one in the Jemma Valley. This is the falkensteini 
race here. 

Brown-tailed Rock Chat  Cercomela scotocerca: A very confiding species and about five were seen 
well at Sof Omar. 

Sombre Rock Chat  Cercomela dubia: We had excellent views of this little-known species in the 
Awash area. We keep seeing this bird where it was first seen by Nik Borrow fourteen 
years ago. The dark under tail with pale scaling is probably the best feature to identify 
this tricky bird. Classified as ‘data deficient’ by Birdlife International, it is a near endemic 
that also occurs in neighbouring Somalia. 

Blackstart  Cercomela melanura: Seen well at the same location as the Sombre Rock Chat, they 
occupy the same habitat but this species is more numerous and has pure white undertail 
coverts. If the undertail is not visible it can superficially look similar to the rare cousin. 

Moorland Chat  Cercomela sordida: Also known as Hill or Alpine Chat this was an abundant, tame, 
distinctive and endearing bird of the highlands everywhere. 

Rüppell’s Black Chat  Myrmecocichla melaena: An Ethiopian and Eritrean endemic that was seen 
with ease as we arrived to our hotel at Debre Libanos.  

Cliff Chat  Thamnolaea cinnamomeiventris: This is a very handsome species and was easy to see in 
the Jemma Valley, at Lake Langano and in the Gibe Gorge. The Ethiopian race, 
albiscapulata, differs from other races in that the female is similar to the male but lacks 
the white wing patches.  

White-winged Cliff Chat  Thamnolaea semirufa: This Ethiopian and Eritrean endemic was seen on our 
first morning on the Sululta Plains. Later a few more were seen around Debre Libanos 
and the Jemma Valley.  

Little Rock Thrush  Monticola rufocinereus: This delightful redstart-like bird was seen very well at 
Lake Langano. 

Common Rock Thrush  Monticola saxatilis: Widespread sightings of this Palearctic migrant. We had 
five sightings of seven birds in total. 

Blue Rock Thrush  Monticola solitarius: Just two sightings of this Palearctic migrant. The first was in 
the Jemma Valley and the other one at Gemassa Gedal. 
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Abyssinian Ground Thrush  Zoothera piaggiae: A fantastic looking bird! All the Zoothera thrushes are 
special as they are secretive ground-dwellers. After we tracked one down in the Bale 
Mountains it showed superbly to everyone!  

Groundscraper Thrush  Psophocichla litsipsirupa: A very smart thrush indeed and a most 
characteristic bird of the highlands. Some days we counted up to 25 birds just along the 
road. 

Mountain Thrush  Turdus abyssinicus: This attractive thrush was a very common highland species. 
African Thrush  Turdus pelios: Just a few sightings in the Rift Valley. The first was seen at Lake 

Langano and then several were seen at Bishangari and Lake Awassa. 
Bare-eyed Thrush  Turdus tephronotus: Great views of this attractive thrush on our drive to Yabello at 

one of our roadside ‘lunch’ places. Well spotted by Chris! 
 
SYLVIIDAE 
Cinnamon Bracken Warbler  Bradypterus cinnamomeus: The first one was only seen by half of the 

group at Gemassa Gedal. Later everybody saw one very well in the Bale Mountains.  
Sedge Warbler  Acrocephalus schoenobaenus: This Palearctic migrant was seen at Lake Awassa, at 

Lake Ziway and also in the Gibe Gorge.  
Caspian Reed Warbler  Acrocephalus [scirpaceus] fuscus: One of these Palearctic migrants was seen 

at Lake Abiata. It was spotted on a small bush in the middle of a grassland - a rather 
strange place for an ’acro’. 

Lesser Swamp Warbler  Acrocephalus gracilirostris: This rather drab-looking, long-billed warbler was 
easy to see at Lake Awassa where we had about five on our early morning walk. 

Eastern Olivaceous Warbler  Hippolais pallida: Widespread sightings of this Palearctic migrant in the 
north. It was common in the Awash area and also at Lake Langano. Latest DNA evidence 
suggests that this species is in fact an Acrocephalus and that this should be better placed 
in either that genus or Iduna. If this treatment proves to be popular the scientific name 
would then become Acrocephalus pallidus. 

Yellow-bellied Eremomela  Eremomela icteropygialis: A number of chances to get good views of this 
common dry-country bird. The first ones were seen in the Awash National Park. 

Yellow-vented Eremomela  Eremomela flavicrissalis: We saw only four birds in a dry area with lots of 
Commiphora bushes on our drive from Negelle to Yabello. 

Northern Crombec  Sylvietta brachyura: Widespread sightings with a number of chances to get great 
views. The old name of Nuthatch-warbler is probably more appropriate.  

Red-faced Crombec  Sylvietta whytii: Best views we had around Lake Langano but it was also seen in 
the south. The most entertaining observation was from the breakfast table at Yabello. 

Somali Long-billed Crombec  Sylvietta isabellina: This washed out crombec was seen well in the far 
south around the Dawa River. 

Willow Warbler  Phylloscopus trochilus: Fair numbers of this Palearctic migrant were seen at 
widespread locations. It was noticeably more common by the end of the tour so perhaps 
they were just moving in. 

Common Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita: This year we only had singletons of this usually common 
Palearctic migrant. Most observations were in the Bale Mountains. 

Brown Woodland Warbler  Phylloscopus umbrovirens: Several good views of this pretty little warbler 
in the Bale Mountains. They were especially numerous in the Juniper forest near Goba. 

Garden Warbler  Sylvia borin: This Palearctic migrant warbler was only seen in the Awash National 
Park, which was full of migrants this year!   

Blackcap  Sylvia atricapilla: This Palearctic migrant warbler was common all along the tour but 
particularly numerous at Lake Langano. 

Common Whitethroat  Sylvia communis: Several sightings of these Palearctic migrants throughout the 
tour. It was most numerous in the Jemma Valley. 

Lesser Whitethroat  Sylvia curruca: Widespread sightings of small numbers of this Palearctic migrant. 
It was even more common than the previous species and up to 20 were seen around Lake 
Abiata. 
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Ménétries’s Warbler  Sylvia mystacea: Two females of this Palearctic migrant were seen well in the 
Bilen area of Awash National Park. We saw this tail-wagging Sylvia near the lodge and 
this was the second consecutive year for us to see this scarce bird. Edouard P. Ménétries 
(1802-1861) was a French zoologist who collected in Russia between 1829-30. 

Brown Parisoma  Parisoma lugens: Two birds were seen very well in the hotel garden at Debre 
Libanos. Recent DNA evidence suggests that the parisomas are in fact Sylvia warblers. 

Bale Parisoma  Parisoma griseiventris: One individual of this recently described form was seen very 
well in the Bale Mountains. Sinclair et al in Birds of Africa south of the Sahara split this 
form from Brown Parisoma P. lugens but there does not seem to be any hard evidence to 
support this. Differences are very slight and playback experiments with recordings Nik 
has made of these Bale Mountains birds played back to P. lugens elsewhere in Ethiopia 
and Kenya and Malawi have provoked immediate aggressive responses. The recently 
published Birds of the Horn of Africa does not recognise it as a separate species. 

Banded Parisoma  Parisoma boehmi: About six of these attractive warblers were seen south of 
Yabello. It has a characteristic loud song. We saw the slightly paler looking marsabit race 
in southern Ethiopia. 

Red-faced Cisticola  Cisticola erythrops: The first one was seen in the Jemma Valley but only by 
János. Towards the end of the tour three were by everybody at Lake Awassa on our early 
morning walk by the lake. 

Singing Cisticola  Cisticola cantans: At least five birds showed well in the hotel garden at Debre 
Libanos. 

Rattling Cisticola  Cisticola chiniana: This common east African species was easily seen at Lake 
Langano. 

Boran Cisticola  Cisticola bodessa: First seen just outside Negelle in the south. Later we had more 
good views of several birds in the Yabello area, which is the home of the Boran people 
themselves. The song is the best way to identify this bird as it was once lumped with 
Rattling Cisticola until discovered to be a cryptic species. 

Ashy Cisticola  Cisticola cinereolus: We had many sighting in the Awash National Park and a sweet 
songster as far as cisticolas go. 

Ethiopian Cisticola  Cisticola lugubris: We had many good views of this common Ethiopian highland 
cisticola. This brightly coloured form is normally lumped in Winding Cisticola C. 
galactotes but if split becomes yet another Ethiopian & Eritrean endemic. 

Stout Cisticola  Cisticola robustus: Several family parties were seen in the hotel garden at Debre 
Libanos. The yellowish immatures were especially easy to pick up as they were often 
sitting in the top of the bushes early in the morning! 

Tiny Cisticola  Cisticola nanus: Excellent looks at a family party of three in the Yabello area. This is a 
very handsome diminutive cisticola. 

Foxy Cisticola  Cisticola troglodytes: Luckily we had prolonged scope views of this handsome tiny 
bird in the Jemma Valley. It is not always easy to see it this well!  

Pectoral-patch Cisticola  Cisticola brunnescens: This tiny high grassland cisticola was seen on the 
Sululta and Liben Plains and also on our drive to the Bale Mountains. 

Tawny-flanked Prinia  Prinia subflava: Widespread sightings of this common species. 
Pale Prinia  Prinia somalica: Replaces the previous species in more arid country. We obtained good 

close views around the Dawa River in the far south. 
Red-fronted Warbler  Spiloptila rufifrons: This excitable tail-wiggling warbler was seen well on a 

roadside stop in the Awash area. This species has been considered at times a prinia, an 
apalis and is now more usually placed in the monotypic genus Urohipis. 

Buff-bellied Warbler  Phyllolais pulchella: This diminutive species was easy to see in dry acacia scrub 
throughout the tour. Especially numerous around Lake Langano. 

Brown-tailed Apalis  Apalis flavida: It was regularly seen around the Dawa River and Yabello in the 
far south. The form concerned was of the race malensis, now merged with flavocincta. 
This race is supposed to lack the black breast spot but this is certainly not the case with 
those individuals seen as many had some breast spot. However, they do have a rather 



 

37 Birdquest: Ethiopia 2009 
 

different song from Yellow-breasted Apalis A. flavida with which it otherwise appears to 
be almost identical and is often lumped. 

Grey-backed Camaroptera  Camaroptera brevicaudata: A common and widespread bird all along the 
tour although more often heard than seen. 

Grey Wren Warbler  Calamonastes simplex: We had many great views of this curious bird as it is the 
first one to respond to ‘pishing’. Its monotonous call became a familiar sound from 
Awash National Park to the south. 

 
MUSCICAPIDAE 
Abyssinian Slaty Flycatcher  Melaenornis chocolatinus: Another Ethiopian and Eritrean endemic that 

was common in suitable highland habitat. Most of our sightings were in the juniper 
forests of the Bale Mountains. 

Northern Black Flycatcher  Melaenornis edolioides: We had our first one in the Jemma Valley and 
later more were seen of this unassuming flycatcher at Lake Langano and Lake Awassa. 
Up to 15 were counted around our hotel garden in Langano. 

African Grey Flycatcher  Bradornis microrhynchus: It was numerous in dry acacia habitat from Awash 
to the south. The taxonomy of this species seems very confused. Following Birds of 
Africa, those seen in the Awash area were of the race sometimes split as Little Grey 
Flycatcher B. pumilus. Those in the south then belong to the race neumanni that appears 
to have been in the past treated as a race of Pale Flycatcher, although Zimmerman et al. 
claim that neumanni is in fact the race pumilus. The Ethiopian checklist casts no light on 
the matter making the species monotypic. The new field guide to the Birds of the Horn of 
Africa clearly describes the above-mentioned two races in Ethiopia and an additional one 
in Somalia (burae).  Fortunately, in the field, the typical small black streaks on the fore-
crown serve to identify this species from Pale Flycatcher, whatever the race! 

Spotted Flycatcher   Muscicapa striata: We arrived at the peak of the migration this year (having 
missed this bird on the last two tours) and it was common all along the tour with well 
over ten sightings. The highest numbers were around Lake Langano. 

African Dusky Flycatcher  Muscicapa adusta: A widespread, small, dumpy and confiding flycatcher. 
 
MONARCHIDAE 
African Paradise Flycatcher  Terpsiphone viridis: This attractive bird was commonly seen throughout 

the tour. Some amazing plumage variations and some great looking tails were noted. It 
was particularly common in the garden of Bishangari Lodge where we had up to 15 per  
day. 

 
PLATYSTEIRIDAE 
Brown-throated Wattle-eye  Platysteira cyanea: The first male was seen in a mixed feeding party in 

the Harrena Forest. Later we had several at Lake Awassa. 
Grey-headed Batis  Batis orientalis: Widespread sightings of this musical songster (as far as batises go) 

from the Awash National Park to the south.  
Western Black-headed Batis  Batis erlangeri: Good views were obtained in the hotel gardens around 

Lake Langano. Misleadingly this bird has in actual fact a dark grey crown and is perhaps 
(as with all batises) best identified on call. This form has recently been split from Eastern 
Black-headed Batis B. minor with the name Black-headed Batis having previously been 
used for the enlarged species. 

Pygmy Batis  Batis perkeo: Great looks at this species around the Dawa River in the far south. The 
short supra-loral stripe is not always that easy to see in the field! 

 
TIMALIIDAE 
African Hill Babbler  Pseudoalcippe abyssinica: Several brilliant views of this skulking bird at Harrena 

Forest. It is a melodious songster but not always easy to see. The best views were of one 
finally taped in, although we had seen it the big mixed feeding party as well. 
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White-rumped Babbler  Turdoides leucopygius: We had several encounters with this striking bird all 
along the tour. A confusing mixture of races and plumages exist in Ethiopia. We had a 
single bird of the extensively white-headed limbata race in the Jemma Valley. The white-
faced birds seen at Melka Ghebdu and Lake Langano were of the race smithii. The dark-
faced birds seen widely in the south at Awassa and elsewhere have been ascribed to the 
race lacuum, which is sometimes included in omoensis. With a distribution that covers 
southeast Sudan through to western Somalia, Ethiopia is currently perhaps the only place 
one could easily expect to see this striking species. 

Rufous Chatterer  Turdoides rubiginosus: Numerous encounters with this lovely babbler from Melka 
Ghebdu to Bishangari. Our best views were in the hotel garden at Lake Langano.  

Scaly Chatterer  Turdoides aylmeri: This year we were treated to fantastic views of this usually elusive 
species. We had a party of four birds near Dawa River and after a bit of chasing they 
settled in a thick bush and allowed prolonged great looks. It is not often you can get 
walk-away views of this skulker! 

Abyssinian Catbird  Parophasma galinieri: We had many great views in the Bale Mountains of this  
very special Ethiopian endemic. The loud, fluty song was a prominent feature of the early 
morning juniper and podocarpus forest! 

 
PARIDAE 
Northern Grey Tit  Parus thruppi: First seen well at Sof Omar and many more sightings in the south 

later. Especially numerous south of Yabello. 
White-backed Black Tit  Parus leuconotus: This very handsome Ethiopian and Eritrean endemic was 

seen well in the Bale Mountains. They were also characteristic birds of the highland 
juniper forest. We even had one on our last morning in the garden of our hotel in Addis 
Ababa! 

White-winged Black Tit  Parus leucomelas: Three birds were seen very well in the hotel garden at 
Lake Langano on several occasions. Most probably we encountered the same three on 
three different days.  

 
REMIZIDAE 
Mouse-coloured Penduline Tit  Anthoscopus musculus: Along with Tit-hylia this species lays claim to 

being the smallest bird in Africa. Many sightings this year in the Awash National Park and 
later we found two more in the south. 

 
SALPORNITHIDAE 
[This family is often lumped in Certhiidae.] 
Spotted Creeper  Salpornis spilonotus: We all had great views of this most wanted bird at Lake 

Awassa! It took the fifth place in the ‘Bird of the trip’ competition this year! Very different 
songs between populations suggest that there may be a cryptic species involved and it 
has been proposed to split the eastern and southern African forms as Eastern African 
Spotted Creeper S. salvadori. The form in western Africa sounds identical to the Asiatic 
birds. 

 
NECTARINIIDAE 
[There has been a recent revision of the taxonomy of sunbirds with the result that many species have 

now been placed in a different genus.] 
Eastern Violet-backed Sunbird  Anthreptes orientalis: This rather atypical sunbird was easy to see in 

the Dawa River area. We saw both sexes but females were more numerous. 
Scarlet-chested Sunbird  Nectarinia senegalensis: Widespread sightings of the black-throated 

cruentata race but absent from the south. The species is often placed in the genus 
Chalcomitra. 

Hunter’s Sunbird  Nectarinia hunteri: Very similar to the previous species and easily seen in the far 
south. It was probably the most responsive bird to the Pearl-spotted Owlet call. The 
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species is often placed in the genus Chalcomitra. H. C. V. Hunter (1861-1934) was a 
zoologist and big game hunter. 

Tacazze Sunbird  Nectarinia tacazze: This large sized sunbird was numerous in the highlands from 
Addis Ababa to the Bale Mountains.  

Collared Sunbird  Anthreptes collaris: First seen were a pair in the Harrena Forest mixed in with the 
feeding party of birds. Later we had a few more sightings in the south. The species is now 
often placed in the genus Hedydipna. 

Nile Valley Sunbird  Anthreptes metallicus: We had good views of four birds in the Bilen area. Mostly 
females and an immature male too. The species is often placed in the genus Hedydipna. 

Beautiful Sunbird  Nectarinia pulchella: Several great sightings of this common sunbird in the Rift 
Valley. It was particularly common around Lake Langano. The species is often placed in 
the genus Cinnyris. 

Marico Sunbird  Nectarinia mariquensis: The first birds were seen at Melka Ghebdu and then 
followed several sightings all along the tour. The species is often placed in the genus 
Cinnyris. 

Black-bellied Sunbird  Nectarinia nectarinioides: Three breeding-plumaged males of this very 
localised bird were seen at the Dawa River. This species is often placed in the genus 
Cinnyris. 

Shining Sunbird  Nectarinia habessinica: This colourful sunbird was first seen at Lake Beseka and then 
others in the Awash area and Sof Omar. The species is often placed in the genus Cinnyris. 

Variable Sunbird  Nectarinia venusta: The yellow-bellied race fazoqlensis was commonly 
encountered in the highlands. Up to 20 were seen in the Bale Mountains in a day. In the 
far south we encountered the white-bellied race albiventris. The species is often placed in 
the genus Cinnyris. 

 
ZOSTEROPIDAE 
Abyssinian White-eye  Zosterops abyssinicus: A common white-eye of lower elevations. The 

nominate race with powdery-green plumage, whitish below with a horn-coloured bill 
was first seen well around Lake Langano. In the south we encountered the all-yellow race 
with a black bill jubaensis.  Sibley and Monroe proposed that this latter race be treated as 
part of a separate species, Kenya White-eye Z. flavilateralis. 

Montane White-eye  Zosterops poliogaster: A common, easily seen and brightly coloured white-eye 
of higher elevations. This form is sometimes split from those in Kenya and Tanzania as 
Heuglin’s White-eye but retains the same scientific name. 

 
PRIONOPIDAE 
White-crested Helmet-shrike  Prionops plumatus: We had up to ten birds in the Awash National Park 

allowing excellent looks. Later a few more were seen in the Dawa River area. This is a 
striking bird with their petal-like eye-wattles. The forms concerned have been historically 
treated as a separate species, Curly-crested Helmet-shrike P. cristata. 

Northern White-crowned Shrike  Eurocephalus rueppelli: A handsome and very common dry-country 
shrike seen several times on the tour. Recent taxonomic decisions suggest that the genus 
Eurocephalus would be better placed in the family Laniidae. 

 
LANIIDAE 
Common Fiscal  Lanius collaris: A common and widespread bird throughout the highlands. 
Taita Fiscal  Lanius dorsalis: We only had two encounters south of Yabello with this scarce bird on 

this year’s tour. They were far outnumbered by the next species and were often seen 
almost side by side! Taita is a region in south-eastern Kenya. The lack of white tips to its 
secondaries and tertials easily distinguish it from the next species. 

Somali Fiscal  Lanius somalicus: Good views were obtained in the Awash National Park and also in 
the south around Yabello. 
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Masked Shrike  Lanius nubicus: Up to ten of these Palearctic migrants were found at Bilen and a few 
more were seen at Lake Langano. 

Grey-backed Fiscal  Lanius excubitoroides: This large, tail-wagging fiscal was prominent around Lake 
Awassa and we also had some on our last day towards Gibe Gorge.  

Lesser Grey Shrike  Lanius minor: A great tour for this Palearctic migrant as we had one in the Jemma 
Valley, one at Lake Abiata and another one at south of Yabello. 

Southern Grey Shrike  Lanius meridionalis: Several good views of the Palearctic migrant race 
pallidirostris mainly in the Awash area. The species was once considered part of Great 
Grey Shrike L. excubitor but is now a widely accepted split. In turn it has also recently 
been proposed that the race pallidirostris known as Steppe Grey Shrike may in itself 
represent a valid species. 

Rufous-tailed Shrike  Lanius [isabellinus] phoenicuroides: A commonly seen Palearctic migrant at 
widespread localities in the north but only a single bird was seen in the south of the 
country. All those whose identity we tried to assess seemed to be of the form 
phoenicuroides that has been suggested to be specifically distinct from isabellinus. 

Red-backed Shrike  Lanius collurio: They were very common this year. We surely hit the main 
migration time for this species as up to eight were seen in the Awash National Park daily. 
It is a classic loop migrant with most of the migration passes through the west in the 
autumn and the return journey is in the east. 

Woodchat Shrike  Lanius senator: Good numbers of these Palearctic migrants were seen in the north. 
First seen in the Jemma Valley but it was fairly common in the Awash area where up to 
ten were seen in a day.  

 
MALACONOTIDAE 
Grey-headed Bush-shrike  Malaconotus blanchoti (H): One was heard in the Dawa River area but it 

did not respond at all. 
Sulphur-breasted Bush-shrike  Malaconotus sulfureopectus: The first one was seen at Melka Ghebdu 

and later another was seen in the garden of the Bishangari Lodge. 
Rosy-patched Bush-shrike  Rhodophoneus cruentus: This beautiful shrike with its far-carrying 

whistled call was seen well in the Awash National Park and again in the south. 
Three-streaked Tchagra  Tchagra jamesi: We had absolutely brilliant views of this scarce dry country 

tchagra on two occasions south of Yabello. John was particularly delighted to see it! 
Black-crowned Tchagra  Tchagra senegalus: Superb looks at this tchagra species as well as at various 

other locations. 
Northern Puffback  Dryoscopus gambensis: First seen in the Jemma Valley and widespread sightings 

after that. 
Pringle’s Puffback  Dryoscopus pringlii: We had to work for this one as usual but eventually we all 

had fine views of this retiring species in the far south this year. We saw a total of three 
different males and a female. The last sighting was a male, puffed up like a snow-white 
pom-pom, chasing the female around in the dry bushes. Colonel Sir John Wallace Pringle 
(1863-1938) was the Chief Inspector for Railways in Uganda from 1891-92. 

Red-naped Bush-shrike  Laniarius ruficeps: We had superb views of two in the Dawa River area. It is a 
shy and secretive bird of the dry acacia country.  

Slate-coloured Boubou  Laniarius funebris: Many great views of this unicoloured bush shrike. The first 
was seen in the Awash National Park but later it was very common in the south. 

Ethiopian Boubou  Laniarius aethiopicus: A common and widespread bird but more often heard than 
seen. Ethiopian, Erlanger’s and East Coast Boubous were formerly considered to be races 
of Tropical Boubou L. aethiopicus, but a recent molecular study has shown that they are 
sufficiently different to be treated as separate species. The remaining (extralimital) races 
of Tropical Boubou are now united as L. major. 

Brubru  Nilaus afer: This handsome shrike was first seen in the Bilen area and around Lake Langano 
and then it was encountered several occasions in the south. 
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ORIOLIDAE 
Black-headed Oriole  Oriolus larvatus: We had two at Sof Omar and a few more in the south. 
Abyssinian Black-headed Oriole  Oriolus monacha: This beautiful Ethiopian and Eritrean endemic 

was first seen in the Harrena Forest of the Bale Mountains. Later we had another bird in 
Bishangari. 

Eurasian Golden Oriole  Oriolus oriolus: A total of 24 were seen on this year tour! As with a lot of 
other Palearctic migrants we hit the very peak time of migration. 

 
DICRURIDAE 
Fork-tailed Drongo  Dicrurus adsimilis: A common and widespread bird of the drier bush country. 
 
CORVIDAE 
Cape Rook  Corvus capensis: An abundant highland bird seen daily in appropriate habitat. 
Somali Crow  Corvus edithae: This species was previously lumped in Brown-necked Raven C. 

ruficollis. Common and easy to see between Robe and Sof Omar and again in the 
southeast. Some taxonomists argue that Pied Crow, Somali Crow and Brown-necked 
Raven may even be the same species. 

Pied Crow  Corvus albus: Common and widespread. 
Fan-tailed Raven  Corvus rhipidurus: A common and widespread bird in appropriate habitat. 
Thick-billed Raven  Corvus crassirostris: Several great encounters with this most grotesque Ethiopian 

and Eritrean endemic. Its incredible bill is truly OTT! This species has also been recorded 
as a vagrant in Sudan and Somalia. 

Red-billed Chough  Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax: We saw eight birds well en route to the Bale 
Mountains. The race concerned, baileyi seems to have a somewhat different call to 
European birds.  

Stresemann’s Bush Crow  Zavattariornis stresemanni: As we got closer to Yabello we saw this superb 
and much sought-after endemic. Surely these remarkable birds were one of the highlights 
of the trip it took the second place in the 'Bird of the trip competition'. This strange 
creature with its vivid blue patch of bare skin around the eye has always been one of 
those species of ‘uncertain affinities’. It has been subject to much taxonomic debate and, 
although now placed with crows, it was thought to be more closely related to starlings 
(Sturnidae). This truly remarkable bird may even merit its own family, Zavattarionidae as 
Lowe proposed in 1949. Described as recently as 1938 and restricted to an area of about 
2400 sq. km around Yabello this stunning bird is classified as ‘vulnerable’ by Birdlife 
International and is a unique Ethiopian endemic. The species is probably not under any 
immediate threat but we were witnesses to the increasing bush clearance for agriculture 
in the area that will surely have a negative impact on the species. Erwin Stresemann 
(1889-1972) was an outstanding German ornithologist and author. He wrote the highly 
regarded history of ornithology Entwicklung der Ornithologie. The only place where this 
species occurs south of the Sahara is the Abyssinian highlands. 

 
STURNIDAE 
Red-winged Starling  Onychognathus morio: Just a few were seen at Yabello on a fig tree.  
Bristle-crowned Starling  Onychognathus salvadorii: These strange looking starlings with their 

pompadour hair-dos were first seen at Lake Beseka on the few trees standing in the lava 
field. Later more were seen on our drive from Negelle to Yabello. 

White-billed Starling  Onychognathus albirostris: This attractive Ethiopian and Eritrean endemic 
allowed excellent views at Debre Libanos and also several places along the Ankober 
escarpment.   

Slender-billed Starling  Onychognathus tenuirostris: It was first seen well at the Portuguese Bridge 
near Debre Libanos. Later it was seen several times in the Bale Mountains National Park 
and then we had a flock of 250 in the Gibe Gorge.  
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Blue-eared Starling  Lamprotornis chalybaeus: This glittering starling was common to abundant more 
or less throughout the tour. 

Lesser Blue-eared Starling  Lamprotornis chloropterus: Eleven were seen on a fruiting tree in the 
Jemma Valley and then about 40 in the Gibe Gorge. The immature birds are distinctly 
different from the immature Blue-eared Starlings. 

Rüppell’s Long-tailed Starling  Lamprotornis purpuropterus: A common bird in the Awash area and 
the Rift Valley. 

Golden-breasted Starling  Lamprotornis regius: Gorgeous and probably the best looking starling in the 
world was first seen well en route from Negelle to Yabello. The species is sometimes 
placed in the genus Cosmopsarus. 

Shelley’s Starling  Lamprotornis shelleyi: Good numbers were seen of this localised starling in the 
Yabello area. George Ernest Shelley (1840-1910) was nephew to the famous poet and an 
English geologist who developed a keen interest in ornithology. He was an authority on 
sunbirds, travelled widely in South Africa and Ethiopia and was working on a series of 
volumes on the birds of the continent. He gave up due to partial paralysis in 1906 but W. 
L. Sclater continued the work. 

Superb Starling  Lamprotornis superbus: This attractive dry-country starling was simply abundant. 
White-crowned Starling  Spreo albicapillus: This stunning species was seen exceedingly well in the 

far south. The largest flock had about 60 birds near Negelle Its distribution also covers 
Djibouti, Somalia and northernmost Kenya. Thus Ethiopia is perhaps the only place that 
this species can be seen with ease. 

Sharpe’s Starling  Cinnyricinclus leucogaster: We saw six of these localised highland starlings in the 
Harenna Forest. The species is sometimes placed in the genus Pholia. Richard Bowdler 
Sharpe (1847-1909) was a British zoologist with a specialist interest in classification and 
described over 200 species of birds. 

Violet-backed Starling  Cinnyricinclus leucogaster: Just two immature birds were seen in the Awash 
National Park. 

Wattled Starling  Creatophora cinerea: A flock of 20 were seen by some of us on our drive from 
Debre Zeit to Langano and then three birds were seen by everybody at Lake Abiata. 

 
BUPHAGIDAE 
[This family is often lumped in Sturnidae.] 
Red-billed Oxpecker  Buphagus erythrorhynchus: Widespread sightings of this so called ‘tick birds’ 

all along the tour. The best views were on a dead tree in the Jemma Valley.   
 
PASSERIDAE 
Swainson’s Sparrow  Passer swainsonii: This bird was abundant throughout the tour. Zimmerman et 

al. lumps this species as a form of Grey-headed Sparrow P. griseus. William Swainson 
(1789-1855) was an English naturalist and artist and was responsible for the idea of 
arranging specimens in drawers rather than stands in the scientific collections. 

Shelley’s Rufous Sparrow  Passer shelleyi: A few were seen well in the Yabello area. A recent split 
from Kenya Rufous Sparrow P. rufocinctus with the name Rufous Sparrow being used for 
the enlarged species. 

Chestnut Sparrow  Passer eminibey: Five birds were found feeding together with the previous species 
south of Yabello. 

Bush Petronia  Petronia dentata: We had several sightings this year. It was most numerous in the 
Jemma Valley but we also saw it at Melka Ghebdu and in the Gibe Gorge. The species is 
sometimes placed in the genus Gymnoris. 

Yellow-spotted Petronia  Petronia pyrgita: This drab looking species was noted in small numbers in 
the Jemma Valley, at Melka Ghebdu, in the Awash National Park and a few were seen in 
the south too. The yellow spot is not the most obvious of features! The species is 
sometimes placed in the genus Gymnoris. 
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Pale Rockfinch  Carpospiza brachydactyla: A single bird was showing well in the Jemma Valley. This 
is a rather scarce Palearctic migrant and was seen perched up on a dead tree where the 
pale colouration and the very long primary projection was distinctive. 

 
PLOCEIDAE 
Red-billed Buffalo Weaver  Bubalornis niger: Large numbers were seen in the Awash National Park 

and a few in the south too. 
White-headed Buffalo Weaver  Dinemellia dinemelli: A striking and common bird of dry bush country 

from Awash to the far south. 
White-browed Sparrow Weaver  Plocepasser mahali: Very common in the Rift Valley and large 

numbers were seen from Awash to Lake Langano. 
Speckle-fronted Weaver  Sporopipes frontalis: This pretty little bird was easy to see in the Jemma 

Valley where we had up to 25 birds. 
Grey-capped Social Weaver  Pseudonigrita arnaudi: We had good views of this attractive weaver  on 

our drive from Negelle to Yabello.   
Black-capped Social Weaver  Pseudonigrita cabanisi: Good views of these sociable birds in the  

Yabello area. We saw a colony on a roadside ‘lunch’ stop where the Bare-eyed Thrush 
was seen. 

Red-headed Weaver  Anaplectes rubriceps: First we had some stunning males at Sof Omar and later 
several more sightings in the south. 

Baglafecht Weaver  Ploceus baglafecht: A common weaver of the highlands. The birds seen in the 
Western Highlands belonged to the nominate race, whilst those in the South-eastern 
Highlands and Rift Valley represented the race reichenowi, historically treated as a 
separate species, Reichenow’s Weaver. Amazingly it seems that nobody has suggested 
that these should all be split again (yet!). 

Little Weaver  Ploceus luteolus: A few were seen in the hotel gardens at Lake Langano. Our best 
views were at Bishangari Lodge. 

Spectacled Weaver  Ploceus ocularis: Just a few were seen around Lake Langano. 
Lesser Masked Weaver  Ploceus intermedius: We had a few in the Awash area but later it was 

commonly seen in the south especially in the Dawa river area.  
Vitelline Masked Weaver  Ploceus vitellinus: Just a few sightings in dry bush country. The birds in the 

Jemma Valley were in non-breeding plumage but in the far south they were in fine 
breeding plumage. 

Rüppell’s Weaver  Ploceus galbula: First seen at Melka Ghebdu where there were only a few males 
were in partly moulted plumage. Our first proper breeding plumaged birds were at Lake 
Cheleleke near Debre Zeit. Later we also had some more at Lake Ziway. 

Speke’s Weaver  Ploceus spekei: Up to 30 were seen at Yabello from the garden of the hotel. John 
Hanning Speke (1827 - 1864) collected birds in Somalia and later discovered the source 
of the White Nile in Uganda. 

Village Weaver  Ploceus cucullatus: We saw two birds in the Jemma Valley at the beginning of the 
tour and our only other encounter was with a huge breeding colony in the Gibe Gorge!  

Juba Weaver  Ploceus dichrocephalus: They were very easy to see this year along the Dawa River as 
they were started the breeding season and the males were busily nest building and 
defending territories! This is a very localised species that only occurs along Rivers in 
adjoining areas of southeast Ethiopia, southern Somalia and northeast Kenya. The name is 
really an incorrect spelling as the reference is to the Juba River in Somalia and not to Juba 
in Sudan. 

Chestnut Weaver  Ploceus rubiginosus: We only encountered this species in the south. Up to 50 were 
seen on one day around the Dawa River. Most of the birds were in full breeding 
plumage.  

Red-billed Quelea  Quelea quelea: Widespread sightings of small numbers in the north and in the Rift 
Valley.  
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Northern Red Bishop  Euplectes franciscanus: This year was simply amazing for all the bishops and 
widowbirds as they were all in full breeding plumage. This species was no exception and 
we regularly seen it around the Rift Valley lakes. Our best views were probably at Lake 
Cheleleke near Debre Zeit.  

Black-winged Red Bishop  Euplectes hordeaceus: About 50 breeding plumaged males were seen in 
the Jemma Valley where they were in their height of the display period. We found males 
totally ignoring us when they were after a nearby female. Later on the tour we also had 
some in the Gibe Gorge.  

Yellow-crowned Bishop  Euplectes afer: We had about 20 males in full breeding plumage on our first 
morning on the Sululta Palin. These tiny yellow guys were chasing each other restlessly 
in the grassland. We had even more on the drive to Debre Libanos and towards Ankober 
too. 

Yellow Bishop  Euplectes capensis: Several great views of full breeding plumaged males sometimes 
side by side with the previous species. They were also only in the highlands and this is 
the endemic xanthomelas race here.  

White-winged Widowbird  Euplectes albonotatus: Six birds were seen in flight in the Dawa River area 
but only by János. 

Yellow-mantled Widowbird  Euplectes macrourus: Several flocks were seen by János and Sieghard 
also saw some in the south. Later we all had good views of some fine males on our way 
to Gibe Gorge. This is the macrocercus race, which is sometimes called Yellow-
shouldered Widowbird.  

Red-collared Widowbird  Euplectes ardens: Two were seen at Lemi Rocks on our way down to the 
Jemma Valley and then up to 20 daily in the Bale Mountains. 

Fan-tailed Widowbird  Euplectes axillaris: About 80 breeding plumaged males were seen on the 
Sululta Plains on our first morning. They were flying and displaying everywhere but did 
not see a single on later on the tour.  

 
ESTRILDIDAE 
Abyssinian Crimsonwing  Cryptospiza salvadorii: Most of us managed to see a gorgeous male in the 

Harrena Forest. These forest finches are shy and skulking inhabitants of montane forests 
and hence not easy to see. 

Yellow-bellied Waxbill  Estrilda quartinia: Small numbers were seen in widespread localities but only 
in the highlands. The first ones were at Debre Libanos and it was most numerous in the 
Harrena Forest. 

Abyssinian Waxbill  Estrilda ochrogaster: About 10 birds were seen in the Gibe Gorge on our last 
day. This form is often lumped in Fawn-breasted Waxbill E. Paludicola, with the name 
Fawn-breasted Waxbill being used for the enlarged species. If treated as separate it is a 
near endemic bird!  

Crimson-rumped Waxbill  Estrilda rhodopyga: Several sightings in dry habitats. The first birds were in 
the Jemma Valley and later we saw them at Melka Ghebdu and in the Awash National 
Park. 

Common Waxbill  Estrilda astrild: The first one was seen only by some of us at an obligatory 
(puncture) roadside stop towards the Bale Mountains. Later we had two in Robe by the 
restaurant and then several were seen at Lake Awassa.  

Black-cheeked Waxbill  Estrilda charmosyna: Just two encounters with this handsome bird on the 
drive from Negelle to Yabello. This form is sometimes lumped in Black-faced Waxbill E. 
eythronotus, using the name Black-cheeked Waxbill for the enlarged species. 

Red-cheeked Cordon-bleu  Uraeginthus bengalus: A common and widespread but very attractive 
little finch, which was seen all along the tour.  

Purple Grenadier  Uraeginthus ianthinogaster: A very handsome bird, which was first seen in the 
Awash National Park by some of us and then we all had repeated good views in the 
south. 
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Red-billed Pytilia  Pytilia lineata: We were very fortunate to see this localised near endemic in the 
Jemma Valley. A pair gave good scope views as they perched up on a dead tree over a 
stream. Essentially it has a westerly distribution in Ethiopia and is not an easy bird to see. 
Previously lumped with extralimital Red-winged Pytilia P. phoenicoptera, differing only 
in its red bill. They do not overlap in distribution! 

Green-winged Pytilia  Pytilia melba: About six of these beautiful little estrildids were seen in Awash 
National Park. The male is a superb looking bird and really stands out from the dry 
bushes! We saw the soudanensis race. 

Red-billed Firefinch  Lagonosticta senegala: This common bird was seen everywhere except in the 
Bale Mountains.  

Bar-breasted Firefinch  Lagonosticta rufopicta: About 15 were seen in the Gibe Gorge of this western-
distributed finch. This is the poorly marked lateritia race here in Ethiopia. A write-in for 
this long running tour. 

Cut-throat Finch  Amadina fasciata: We had good views of this neat finch in the Jemma Valley and 
later it was fairly common in the Awash National Park.  

African Quail-finch  Ortygospiza fuscocrissa: We had fantastic views of several birds at Lake 
Cheleleke. We found four birds drinking in an irrigated vegetable field and could watch 
these hard-to-see-well birds for almost as long as we wanted! Later another one was seen 
by Chris and János on a roadside stop towards the Bale Mountains. They prefer long-grass 
habitat and are rarely seen on the ground, preferring to land in tall stands. Zimmerman et 
al. and Stevenson & Fanshawe lump this form in Black-faced Quailfinch O. atricollis 
using the name Quail-finch or African Quail-finch for the enlarged species. 

Bronze Mannikin  Lonchura cucullata: The first sighting was a drinking flock at Melka Ghebdu and 
then others were seen at Lake Langano and Awassa. The species is sometimes placed in 
the genus Spermestes. 

African Silverbill  Lonchura cantans: Good numbers were seen in the Awash area and one was at 
Melka Ghebdu. The species is sometimes placed in the genus Euodice. 

 
VIDUIDAE 
[This family is sometimes lumped in Estrildidae] 
Pin-tailed Whydah  Vidua macroura: Several sightings of this species. It was most numerous in the 

Jemma Valley and around Yabello. The species parasitizes Common Waxbill. 
Eastern Paradise Whydah  Vidua paradisaea: We had a total of 14 displaying males in breeding-

plumage with marvellous tails in the Awash National Park. Their bouncing display flight 
was much enjoyed. The species parasitizes Green-winged Pytilia. 

Straw-tailed Whydah  Vidua fischeri: We had three males in breeding plumage in the Awash National 
Park. The species parasitizes Purple Grenadier. 

Village Indigobird  Vidua chalybeata: This brood parasite was common wherever its host, the Red-
billed Firefinch, was numerous. 

 
FRINGILLIDAE 
African Citril  Serinus citrinelloides: Numerous sightings all along the tour. Some taxonomists split the 

African Citril complex into three species. The nominate form that we saw easily retains 
the same name. However, its range is such that it is restricted to southern Sudan and 
Ethiopia thus making it a near endemic. 

Reichenow’s Seedeater  Serinus reichenowi: Our first sightings were at Melka Ghebdu and then many 
more were seen in the Negelle area. It is also known as Kenya Yellow-rumped Seedeater. 
Anton Reichenow (1847-1941) was the German son-in-law of Jean Cabanis and was a 
leading authority on the birds of Africa. He became curator of birds at the Berlin Museum 
in 1894. 

White-throated Seedeater  Serinus xanthopygius: Also known as Yellow-rumped Seedeater, this rather 
drab looking bird is an Ethiopian and Eritrean endemic. After many hours of searching in 


