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Rio Platano Biosphere Reserve
Headwaters Trip

July 30 to August 12, 2006
Flora and Fauna Report

by Robert Gallardo-Naturalist
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Trip Itinerary

July 30-Participants and guides arrive in Tegucigalpa.  Trip orientation.

July 31-Drive through countryside (Dept. of Olancho) to the village of Bonanza.

Aug. 1-  Hike from Bonanza to Waraska (Put-in site).

Aug. 2 to 8-Rafting the Rio Platano.

Aug. 8- Arrive at village of Las Marias

Aug. 9- Forest hike near Las Marias on “El Tiro” trail.

Aug. 10-Dugout canoe trip from Las Marias to Raista.  Most of group continues 

                   to Palacios for overland route.  Andrew and Robert remain in Raista.

Aug. 11-Overland group continues to La Ceiba.  Andrew and Robert take boat to

                   Brus Lagoon airstrip, stopping briefly to birdwatch along sandbar.
This trip through the Rio Platano Headwaters was my third and proved to be just as rewarding as the first two.  Along with our host of support staff we had Simon from The Nature Conservancy, Andrew V. who is working on a bird guide to Central America, and Howard and Ruth who came to Honduras on a TNC trip in 2005.

We had a mixture of weather that included a couple of brief squalls closer to the coast, rain and sun.  Overall, temperatures were very pleasant.  The river had more water than in the months of March and April which made rafting conditions easier.

Flora

The rainforests of Rio Platano and the rest of La Mosquitia are so vast and perhaps one of the least studied and explored areas left in Central America.    It is known that the area is full of many varieties of precious hardwoods, but unclear what the real diversity of the rest of the flora includes.  Here are some notes on a few plant groups that I am familiar with. 
--Along the hike into the headwaters I found an unknown, large Sobralia orchid plant at approx. 1,000 masl.  I gathered a piece of root stock with leaves and it was photographed.  The specimen is now in the orchid exhibit at the Enchanted Wings Nature Center in Copan Ruins in hopes that it will regenerate and eventually bloom.                                                                                                     
--A large, lavender “ hot lips” flower was also found along the hike and photographed alongside the red and orange specimens.
--Down river a large, blooming pipevine (Aristolochia sp.) was found and photographed.  Very similar to A.  grandiflora.
--At an archaeological site a ginger-like plant was found in the forest understory.  Its flower head and leaves were photographed.

--Also, at the archaeological site a small, terrestrial plant was found and pressed.  It was the same plant I had found and photographed at Las Marias some years ago.  Its foliage is similar to the Jewel Orchids.

Fauna

The wildlife of Rio Platano is better documented in some areas, especially in the larger vertebrates as well as its bird fauna and to some extent its butterflies.  Professional herpetologists have probably been the only ones who have conducted intense searches in some specific sites.  The area obviously needs to have more in-depth inventorying in order to get a better sense of its true biodiversity.  We are currently putting together a team of scientists to conduct some biological inventorying in the Headwaters for 2008. 
-Insects-
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--Several species of Morpho butterflies were seen along the way including:  amathonte, cypris and peleides of which the first two species were common in the headwaters and cypris very common; the most I`ve ever seen anywhere in Honduras.

--On Aug. 1 I captured a metalmark butterfly (Riodinid) that is new for Honduras and is Mesosemia asa.
--On Aug. 4 around 8:00 a.m. I observed my first clear-winged Riodinid butterfly in Honduras.  It perched under the leaves near the tip as well as on top of leaves in a light gap.  I was unable to catch it.   It could have been one of two species:  Brachyglenis dodone (Mexico to Panama) or a B. dinora (Nicaragua to Colombia).  The two are so similar  and I could not identify it in the field.

--On Aug. 9 I observed one Caerois gerdrudtus butterfly in the outskirts of Las Marias.  The purplish cast on the upperside and faint eye spots were seen when it flashed its wings.  Also seen were its falcate wing tips and tails.  This species was not previously recorded for Honduras nor Nicaragua.  Known range was from Costa Rica to Ecuador.
--A large, female Automeris  moth was also seen and photographed on the hike in.

-Reptiles and Amphibians-

Five species of snakes were observed on this trip (all non-venemous).
1.Cat Eye Snake sp. –Leptodeira sp.
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2. unidentified snake found in trees at night
3.Mexican Parrot Snake-Leptophis mexicanus

4.Green Parrot Snake-Leptophis ahaetulla
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5.Speckled Racer-Dryomobius margaritiferus

--Numerous toads and frogs were observed and photographed.  One giant Marine Toad (Bufo marinus) even had a tiny frog “hitchhiking” on its back.
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--Numerous green basilisks were also observed and one captured and photographed

--Many large green Iguanas were observed as they ran across river banks or plunged into the river from branches high above.

-Birds-

A total of 280 species were either seen and/or heard.  14 new birds were recorded for the Biosphere, 2 of which were new for Honduras.  Rainforest birding is often a tough proposition and not having access to the interior of the rainforest via trails at most locations makes bird watching (actually seeing the birds) even more challenging.  The following daily accounts are of species highlights.  New birds for the Biosphere are in boldface.
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-July 31-

On our drive through Olancho we encountered a roadside Tilapia farm where one of the ponds was being drained.  This attracted a large amount of Black-crowned Night-Herons (some 100 +) plus a few Wood Stork and Roseate Spoonbills.  En route to Bonanza Andrew spotted a Yellow-backed Oriole as we passed through pine forest in the southern edge of the Biosphere.  It would be the first new record of the trip.  At the village of Bonanza we picked up the second new bird, a Rufous-browed Peppeshrike, calling in a nearby tree. 

-Aug. 1-

Today we had our long 11 mile hike through farmland and finally entered into the nuclear zone of the Biosphere.  Before setting off Andrew spotted a lovely, male White-winged Becard perched in plain view and is infrequently recorded in Honduras.  Along the hike bird activity was less than on my previous two summer trips, but we did pick up three more new species:  Russet Antshrike, Orange-billed Nightingale-Thrush and Ruddy-tailed Flycatcher.  En route we encountered an army ant swarm where Bicolored Antbirds were common.   Several Ocellated Antbirds were heard, but not seen, as well as  a Gray-headed Tanager .  A Collared Forest-Falcon even popped in for a brief visit.
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We also got our first (out of a multitude) view of Chestnut-mandibled Toucan who ranges no further north than La Mosquitia.  At the end of the day we reached the Cacao Camp at the Waraska River, a tributary of Rio Platano.

-Aug. 2-

This morning we awoke to the singing of the Buff-rumped Warbler which proved to be common all along the river.

On a walk along the trail we flushed up a pair of Tawny-faced Quail amongst limestone outcroppings; its seemingly preferred habitat in e. Honduras.  Amongst a small understory flock we picked out a couple more e. Honduras birds:  the Checker-throated Antwren and Streak-crowned Antvireo.  Amongst a larger flock of birds were Olive Tanagers and many Tawny-crested Tanagers.

As I wandered to tape record a Buff-rumped Warbler I came across a Slaty-breasted Tinamou-the only tinamou to be seen on the trip.

Everyone received paddling lessons and off we went down river into the heart of Central America´s largest remaining wilderness.  Today  we saw our first, of many, King Vultures, a fairly common species in Rio Platano.

[image: image9.jpg]



-Aug. 3-
This morning in camp we had a Semiplumbeous Hawk calling in the trees above us.  This bird ranges north to e. Honduras.  A Nightingale Wren also sang briefly in the forest up on the hill.

We continued floating down river deeper into the reserve and the green landscape became even more intense.

Today we would see the first of many Shining Honeycreepers.  I also caught a glimpse of several Snowy Cotingas as they flew high against the forest backdrop.

During a lunch stop Andrew noticed a large flock of swifts feeding in the distance.  Many were determined to be Black Swifts.  Others were Gray-rumped Swifts whose bright gray rump was seen well as they dipped low against the forest background.  This bird was expected to be found in Honduras as it ranged from S. America to Nicaragua.  It would be seen for several more consecutive days and proved to be common in the headwaters.

Our guide, Rosendo, spotted a Slaty-tailed Trogon (female) and suddenly two males came into view.  This is a common species in the Reserve.

Later on at camp we would hear our first of many Streak-chested Antpittas; another  eastern Honduras specialty.
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-Aug. 4-

Today we saw some “great” birds, including two new species for the Reserve, one of which was new for Honduras and quite a surprise.  

A couple of Mealy Parrots were seen this morning from camp as well as some White-fronted Nunbirds.  I spotted our first Speckled Mourner in camp and it has been seen on all 3 of my trips.  This is most likely the best place to see this species in Honduras with any certainty.  Andrew also spotted a pair of Golden-crowned Spadebills and we identified the Chestnut-backed Antibird from its call; another new bird for the Reserve.

Down river we saw our first four Great Green Macaws which would total 25 for the trip.  Andrew and I spotted a heron that flew up into a nearby tree so we stopped the raft to get a better look.  Upon close examination Andrew said it was a Fasciated Tiger-Heron, a bird he has seen before in Costa Rica.  We compared the field markings with the book and it was indeed an adult.  We were in its preferred habitat of boulder strewn, fast flowing river where the Rufescent and Bare-throated would not likely occur although they do exist in the Reserve, but lower down.  This species was not expected for Honduras nor has it been reported for Nicaragua, yet, but is likely to occur there in similar habitat.  Our case of finding the Great Jacamar in 2004 was similar in which it was reported first for Honduras then later in Nicaragua.

Later at camp we had some Crested Guans come in and heard a Slate-colored Grosbeak.  The elusive Thicket Antpitta called just inside the forest behind some tall grass.  We would hear this bird almost every day of the trip, but would see it only once.

-Aug. 5-
This morning I set out with my recorder to track down the Thicket Antpitta.  I asked Ruth if she wanted to come along.  I called on in and it came closer and closer.  We maneuvered to another spot to see if we could spot it and alas.  I saw a silhouette of a plump little bird on a branch just off the ground under some fallen palms.  A closer look with binocs revealed this hard to get bird who stretched out its neck as it whistled.  Also at camp a nice female Hook-billed Kite made several passes with snails in its beak.  A pair of Scarlet Macaws also passed by of which we would record only 15 on this trip.

During our lunch stop at Arenosa Creek we came across another army ant swarm where I got to see my first Ocellated Antbird; easily the loveliest antbird in Honduras.  Another Golden-crowned Spadebill was also present.  Up  the creek a short ways we found a large mixed species flock of tanagers and other species.  Amongst them was our only Royal Flycatcher and the White-throated Shrike-Tanager.
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Later on at camp we would get a couple more Speckled Mourners and Andrew got his best look ever at this species.

-Aug. 6-

Around 5:00 a.m. I heard a Spectacled Owl calling not far from camp.  Today we would record relatively few “great” birds, but did see a Great Black-Hawk, Scarlet-rumped Caciques and more macaws.
-Aug. 7-
One Great Tinamou was heard calling nearby as well as a Central American Pygmy-Owl that called at dawn.  Some of its tooting calls consisted of 11 notes.

We saw more Brown-hooded Parrots today which seems to be the most abundant species in the headwaters.

We had lunch at another creek today and found another good flock of birds with tanagers, honeycreepers, flycatchers and others.  We picked up our first Bronze-tailed Plumeleteer of the trip and a Blue Dacnis.

At our next camp we found a Cinnamon Becard which is scarce in Honduras.  I spotted our only White-necked Puffbird high up in a tree and early in the evening we heard a Great Potoo off in the distance.  This bird was just recently recorded for the Biosphere this past March.

-Aug. 8-
This morning I heard a Black-throated Wren calling at the forest edge.  I had previously recorded it in the Tawahka-Asangni Biosphere Reserve in 2004 and this record marks an 85 km. northward extension.

Down river we encountered our first Plumbeous Kite, Laughing Falcon and two more Black Hawk-Eagles.

Today  would be our last day of rafting after reaching the village of Las Marias.  Around the village we got a close look at a Tropical Pewee and briefly saw two Gray-necked Wood-Rails. 

-Aug. 9-
We had a full extra day at Las Marias so Andrew, Ruth and I decided to go on a hike to the rainforest.  We got up before 5:00 a.m. and a local guide, Luis, took us to the forest.  We picked up a number of good birds including a Band-tailed Barbthroat, Brown Violet-Ear, Bare-crowned Antbird, White-flanked Antwren, an early Red-eyed Vireo, female Rufous-winged Tanager and a great look at a Ruddy-tailed Flycatcher.  A Barred Woodcreeper found would be new for the Biosphere.  Our last attempt to get the Streak-chested Antpitta failed as a calling bird was unresponsive to a tape recording.

-Aug. 10-
Today we headed down river in a motorized dugout canoe toward the coast.  We were met by torrential downpours, lightning and cloudy weather further down.  We did manage to pull our binocs out and see a few birds including a pair of treed Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks and two Green Ibis.  At least 10 Plumbeous Kites were seen as well.  There was a huge hatch of winged termites and literally hundreds of Purple Martins feeding on them.  We most surely caught a southward migration.

We made it to Raista, my old Peace Corps site, for lunch.  Andrew and I would stay to continue on to Brus to catch a plane while the rest went to Palacios where they would begin an overland route back to La Ceiba.

-Aug. 11-

Early this morning we said our `good-byes´ then took a boat to Brus Lagoon and stopped at the sand bar where the lagoon opens into the sea.  Due to its isolation from beach combers and fisherman this sandbar usually contains a nice array of sea birds and shorebirds, both resident and migrant alike.  We did find many birds including more than a dozen Least Terns, many Sandwich Terns, plovers and Willet.  Three new species for the Biosphere were picked up:  Least and Semipalmated Sandpipers and one Ruddy Turnstone.  This spot will no doubt turn up other species as along as observers make an effort to get there.

We continued on to the town of Brus then got a ride to the airstrip where we birded in some Caribbean pine savanna.  At the end of the runway we  picked up another new bird, a beautiful White-tailed Hawk as it soared low in search of prey.  That brings the Biosphere´s bird of prey list to 36 species.

We also saw many Fork-tailed Flycatchers, some Vermillion Flycatchers, Lesser Yellow-headed Vulture, and Grassland Yellow-Finch.

I personally got 5 Life birds which is more than I expected, but just imagine where we came from and almost anything can seem possible.  The 14 new birds for the Biosphere brings the total to close to 470 confirmed species, a number to reckon with in Central America.  I imagine this number will eventually reach 550.

Mammals
Mammal sightings on this winter trip were less diverse than on summer months, but we nonetheless observed some good species.  The highlight was obviously the three Baird´s Tapirs, the first of which nearly jumped into Jorge´s raft.  Rio Platano is perhaps one of the best and most reliable places to see this elusive rainforest mammal on a regular basis.  Costa Rica cannot even boast this!
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Many troops of Spider Monkeys were seen en route and were the most I´ve ever seen anywhere; a positive sign of a healthy forest with little or no hunting pressure.

Agoutis, River Otter, a Tamandua, Proboscis Bats and Fishing Bats were also observed.
