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Uruguay: gateway to 
Neotropical birdlife

Adrián B. Azpiroz
For years, Neotropical Birding has yearned to showcase the avian riches 
of Uruguay, a country with great ecotourism potential that has long been 
overshadowed by its larger neighbours. The country’s top birder puts things 
right with a mouth-watering taster of the country’s best birding sites. 

All photographs taken in 
Uruguay and taken by Adrián 
Azpiroz/Wild Punta del Este, 
unless indicated otherwise.

1 The Endangered Saffron-cowled 
Blackbird Xanthopsar flavus, 
Bañado de los Indios, Rocha, 
December 2008. A star bird in 
Uruguay’s Pampas grasslands.
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Uruguay is a small country in southeast South 
America, located between two ‘giants’ 
(Argentina and Brazil). It is a developing 

country inhabited by friendly people who 
embrace their consolidated democracy, which 
is characterised by political and social stability. 
Uruguay has a strong tradition of tourism with 
robust supporting infrastructure, as well as high 
levels of safety and quality of life. Within the 
context of COVID-19, Uruguay’s management 
of the pandemic has been efficient. At the time 
of writing (late January 2020), the Lowy Institute 
ranks Uruguay 12th worldwide with regards to 
COVID management performance, putting it in 
a good position to attract many nature-focused 
tourists in the near future. This article briefly 
describes the essence of Uruguayan birdlife 
and provides information on a suite of selected 
hotspots that could be birded leisurely during a 
visit of 2–3 weeks.  

Why Uruguay?
Uruguay’s avifauna (c.470 species) sits below the 
typical ‘tropical’ richness of most South American 
countries and there are no national endemics. Both 
facts are related to the country’s small size, relatively 
flat topography and geographic location. But due 
to these same characteristics, traveling throughout 
Uruguay is quick and easy, meaning that one can get 
to experience a lot – in terms of landscapes, birds 
and culture – in relatively little time. 

Moreover, although small – at just one-
quarter of the size of the US state of Texas 
– Uruguay is superbly located from a birder’s 
perspective. It is embedded in a region that lies at 
a biogeographical crossroads where several well-
known biomes interpolate, namely the Pampas, 
Chaco and Atlantic Forest. Uruguay also exhibits 
a transitional character between temperate and 
subtropical regions – to the south and north, 
respectively. All this ecological diversity produces 
a varied mixture of grassland, open-woodland and 
subtropical-forest birds, further enriched by many 
Nearctic and Patagonian migrants that are present, 
respectively, during the austral summer and winter. 
Finally, the interaction of cold and warm oceanic 
currents off the Río de la Plata area attracts many 
pelagic birds to Uruguayan waters.

All the sought-after Pampas specialities are 
possible in Uruguay and most are easy to find. 
In addition, species belonging to some of the 
most charismatic South American bird groups 
(penguins, albatrosses, petrels, rheas, screamers, 
seriemas, swans, flamingos etc) are common. 
Moreover, many monotypic genera of suboscine 

and oscine passerines restricted to southeast 
South America – e.g. Curve-billed Reedhaunter 
Limnornis curvirostris, Bay-capped Wren Spinetail 
Spartonoica maluroides (Near Threatened), Yellow 
Cardinal Gubernatrix cristata (Endangered) 
and Saffron-cowled Blackbird Xanthopsar 
flavus (Endangered) – form typical elements of 
Uruguayan bird assemblages. For those interested 
in seeing globally threatened birds, Uruguay offers 
much: this article alone mentions three species 
that are Endangered, six that are Vulnerable and 
10 Near Threatened. Alternatively, in comparison 
to other ‘tropical’ South American countries, 
hummingbirds, toucans, antbirds and cotingas 
are under-represented. But, all in all, on the basis 
of both bird diversity (temperate and tropical 
components) and landscape characteristics 
(open and relatively undisturbed ecosystems), 
Uruguay represents a great choice for out-of-the-
region birders looking for an easy and enriching 
Neotropical experience.

Birding Uruguay
Uruguayan landscapes are mostly open, 
which makes birds straightforward to spot. 
Unfortunately, the protected-area system is 
limited; reserves are few and tend to be small. 
(This is because most of Uruguay’s land is good 
for agriculture which, historically, has left little 
land in public hands.) Therefore, some species of 
interest are mainly or exclusively found on private 
land (estancias or ranches). The good news is that 
ranchers tend to be friendly and receptive, most 
allowing access to their lands for birding purposes. 
Nonetheless, assistance from local experts is 
always useful. 

Uruguay’s climate is temperate with well-
defined seasons. Winters are relatively mild, and 
summers are hot; rainfall is distributed more 
or less evenly throughout the year. Mainstream 
tourism is highly seasonal. Beach resorts (mainly 
along the coastlines of dptos. Maldonado and 
Rocha) are very busy in summer (late December 
to February), while thermal-water resorts (see p7) 
are preferred destinations during winter (July) and 
spring holidays (late September) plus Easter. 

With regard to birds, most Pampas specialities 
are resident so can be found throughout the year. 
The exception is Sporophila seedeaters, most 
of which arrive in October and leave in March. 
In fact, about a third of Uruguay’s avifauna is 
migratory, including many other attractive species. 
Accordingly, the ideal time to visit will depend on 
specific objectives and targets. Autumn/fall and 
winter (late March to early September) work best 
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for Patagonian birds and southern pelagic species; 
waterfowl are also plentiful. In addition, most 
birds are in fresh plumage at this time, a detail 
that may be of interest to photographers. Low-rate 
accommodation (particularly along the coastline) 
is another advantage for off-season birding. Spring 
(late September to December) concentrates most 
breeding activity so birds are typically more vocal, 
making them easier to find, which is particularly 
useful in the case of forest species. Northern 
migrants (both Nearctic and Neotropical) 
are usually present from October to March. 
Pelagic trips during this time of the year may 
produce northern and mid-Atlantic specialities. 
Accommodation rates along the  
coast are particularly expensive from late 
December to mid-January and remain relatively 
high until March. 

For those wishing a wider experience or 
travelling with a non-birding partner, Uruguay 
offers much more than birds. Gaucho culture, 
world-class wine tourism, trekking and horseback-
riding, among many other activities, can be easily 
combined with birding. 

3 Lesser Grass-Finch Emberizoides 
ypiranganus, west of Guichón, Paysandú, 
Uruguay, November 2016. This species is 
highly dependent on grassland management. 
Look for it at and near hotspots 3, 5 and 8.

2 Map of Uruguay with departments indicating rough location 
of numbered hotspots featured in the text. Based on map UY-
EPS-02-0002 produced by FreeVectorFlags.com, accessed from  
8 https://freevectormaps.com/uruguay/UY-EPS-01-0004?ref=atr.
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Ten birding hotspots
This section focuses on some of Uruguay’s most 
famous birding areas. For each, major environmental 
and infrastructural features are described, and typical 
bird species are listed. Some 150–200 species have 
been recorded in each area and visiting them all may 
produce a list of 250–300 species. 

1. Santa Lucía wetlands: an 
introduction to the Pampas
Most foreign tourists arrive in Uruguay through 
Carrasco international airport, near Montevideo. 
The Humedales de Santa Lucía protected area 
is a very nice site in the capital’s outskirts and 
usually serves as a ‘warm-up’ spot for birders 
starting their ‘Pampas biome experience’. The area 
holds populations of several passerines of tall 
grasslands and Pampas wetlands such as Freckle-
breasted Thornbird Phacellodomus striaticollis, 
Bay-capped Wren Spinetail, Wren-like Rushbird 
Phleocryptes melanops, Many-coloured Rush 
Tyrant Tachuris rubrigastra, Spectacled Tyrant 
Hymenops perspicillatus, Black-and-rufous 
Warbling Finch Poospiza nigrorufa, Long-tailed 
Reed Finch Donacospiza albifrons, Great Pampa-
Finch Embernagra platensis, Brown-and-yellow 

Marshbird Pseudoleistes virescens and Yellow-
winged Blackbird Agelasticus thilius. Scarcer 
specialities – including Red-and-white Crake 
Laterallus leucopyrrhus, Dot-winged Crake 
Porzana spiloptera (Vulnerable) and Crested 
Doradito Pseudocolopteryx sclateri – are also 
possible. Unfortunately, some parts of the reserve 
have safety issues that need to be considered. 
Accordingly, before wandering through the area, 
it is a good idea to stop by the rangers’ HQ at 
Santiago Vázquez (� 34°47’12”S 56°21’00”W; 
typically open 08h30–18h45) for up-to-date 
information and advice. 

2. Puerto Viejo: Chaco specialities
Espinal woodland, a rather impoverished version 
of the Chaco forest, holds its eastern limits along 
the eastern bank of the Río Uruguay. Although 
large tracts of this open forest have been cut 
down to make space for agriculture, many 
fragmented patches are scattered throughout 
western Uruguay. This is the habitat to search 
for White-barred Piculet Picumnus cirratus, 
Checkered Woodpecker Dryobates mixtus, Lark-
like Brushrunner Coryphistera alaudina, Little 
Thornbird Phacellodomus sibilatrix, Sooty-fronted 
Spinetail Synallaxis frontalis, Tufted Tit-Spinetail 

4 Espinal woodland, Nuevo Berlín area, Río Negro (hotspot 2). Specialities of this habitat include Lark-like 
Brushrunner Coryphistera alaudina.
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Leptasthenura platensis, Suiriri Flycatcher Suiriri 
suiriri, Southern Scrub-Flycatcher Sublegatus 
modestus and Black-capped Warbling Finch 
Microspingus melanoleuca. More widespread 
species that are common here include Brown 
Cacholote Pseudoseisura lophotes, Masked 
Gnatcatcher Polioptila dumicola, Red-crested 
Cardinal Paroaria coronata and Screaming 
Cowbird Molothrus rufoaxillaris. 

All named species are relatively easy to find 
at Puerto Viejo (� 32°38’17”S 58°08’53”W) where 
cabins and camping are available. The campsite is 
a good spot for Bicoloured Hawk Accipiter bicolor, 
while Barn Owl Tyto alba usually nests in the 
roof of one of the cabins. Additional lodging and 
services are available at nearby San Javier  
(� 32°39’54”S 58°08’06”W) and Nuevo Berlín 
(� 32°58’49”S 58°03’05”W). From San Javier, a 
boat trip into the Parque Nacional Esteros de 
Farrapos offers great opportunities to enjoy the 
environs of the Río Uruguay and their associated 
aquatic wildlife. From October to January, birders 
heading from Puerto Viejo to the thermal resorts 
(hotspot 3) would do well to explore dirt roads 
west of Queguayar (� 32°01’54”S 57°52’47”W) 
to look for Bearded Tachuri Polystictus pectoralis 
(Near Threatened), Chestnut Seedeater Sporophila 
cinnamomea (Vulnerable), Dark-throated 

Seedeater S. ruficollis (Near Threatened) and Blue-
black Grassquit Volatinia jacarina.

3. Northern thermal resorts: gallery 
forest and open woodland 
The Termas de Daymán  
(� 31°27’30” S 57°54’28”W) and Termas de 
Arapey (� 30°56’53” S 57°31’12”W) are two of 
Uruguay’s most popular thermal resorts. Both 
are located in beautiful natural settings and thus 
provide ample opportunities for birding. Río 
Daymán and Río Arapey are important tributaries 
of the Río Uruguay whose margins hold typical 
examples of northern Uruguay’s gallery forests. 
Characteristic forest dwellers include Dusky-
legged Guan Penelope obscura, Squirrel Cuckoo 
Piaya cayana, White-spotted Woodpecker 
Dryobates spilogaster, Buff-browed Foliage-gleaner 
Syndactyla rufosuperciliata, Mottle-cheeked 
Tyrannulet Phylloscartes ventralis, Plush-crested 
Jay Cyanocorax chrysops, Grey-throated Warbling 
Finch Microspingus cabanisi, Hepatic Tanager 
Piranga flava, Blue-and-yellow Tanager Rauenia 
bonariensis, Sayaca Tanager Thraupis sayaca, 
Tropical Parula Setophaga pitiayumi, Golden-
crowned Warbler Basileuterus culicivorus, White-
browed Warbler Myiothlypis leucoblephara and 
Golden-winged Cacique Cacicus chrysopterus. 

Nearby, open woodland with algarrobo 
Prosopis spp. and Espinillo Acacia caven offers 
opportunities for seeing Crane Hawk Geranospiza 
caerulescens, Scimitar-billed Woodcreeper 
Drymornis bridgesii, Narrow-billed Woodcreeper 
Lepidocolaptes angustirostris, Crowned Slaty 
Flycatcher Empidonomus aurantioatrocristatus 
and Golden-billed Saltator Saltator aurantiirostris, 
among many others. The beautiful Cream-
backed Woodpecker Campephilus leucopogon 
favours both gallery forest and open woodland 
and is regularly recorded within the Arapey 
thermal resort complex itself. Anhinga Anhinga 
anhinga and White-eyed Parakeet Psittacara 
leucophthalmus are also frequently spotted as they 
fly close to the river. Both resort areas have a wide 
range of hotels and camping facilities. 

4. Rincón de Franquía: Río Uruguay 
specialities
Several years ago, nature enthusiasts from Bella 
Unión city were able to convince local authorities 
to protect the small enclave known as Rincón de 
Franquía (� 30°12’19” S 57°38’20”W), a relatively 
small stretch of subtropical gallery forest just 
south of the junction of Río Cuareim and Río 
Uruguay. Since protection was afforded, vegetation 

4

5 Bearded Tachuri Polystictus 
pectoralis, east of Young, Río Negro, 
November 2016. From October 
to January, search for this Near 
Threatened species along dirt roads 
west of Queguayar.
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has recovered to a remarkable degree, thereby 
benefiting local birdlife. A trail that runs parallel 
to the Río Uruguay offers great opportunities to 
watch birds along the forest edge. 

Rincón de Franquía holds many avian 
specialities, hailing from both Chaco and tropical 
regions, that are hard to find elsewhere in the 
country. These include: Greater Ani Crotophaga 
major, Greater Thornbird Phacellodumus ruber, 
Large Elaenia Elaenia spectabilis, Pearly-vented 
Tody-Tyrant Hemitriccus margaritaceiventer, 
Boat-billed Flycatcher Megarhynchus pitangua, 
Greyish Saltator Saltator coerulescens, Yellow-
billed Cardinal Paroaria capitata, Red-crested 
Finch Coryphospingus cucullatus and Solitary 
Black Cacique Cacicus solitarius. In addition, 
Golden-rumped Euphonia cyanocephala, Purple-
throated Euphonia E. chlorotica and Red-rumped 
Cacique Cacicus haemorrhous are regularly seen  
at parks and gardens in Bella Unión and 
surrounding suburbs. 

A few kilometres south of Rincón de Franquía, 
some lagoons offer great opportunities to seen 
typical marshland birds, including Purple 
Gallinule Porphyrio martinica. Broad-snouted 
Caiman Caiman latirostris is also easily spotted 
here at night. Nearby, along the Río Uruguay, 
Osprey Pandion haliaetus, Peregrine Falcon Falco 
peregrinus and Large-billed Tern Phaetusa simplex 
can be found. Lodging is available at Bella Unión, 

10km southeast (� 30°15’33.6”S 57°35’31.3”W). 
You can also easily day-trip Rincón de Franquía 
from Arapey (hotspot 3), which is one hour’s  
drive away.

5. Lunarejo and Laureles subtropical 
valleys
The northern quebradas of Valle del Lunarejo 
(� 31°09’37.8”S 55°52’50.8”W) and Laureles are 
small canyons located along the Cuchilla de Haedo 
hills that stretch through western dpto. Rivera 
and northern dpto. Tacuarembó. These canyons 
create a unique microclimate where subtropical 
vegetation thrives. Bicoloured Hawk, Grey-fronted 
Dove Leptotila rufaxilla, Olivaceous Elaenia 
Elaenia mesoleuca, White-necked Thrush Turdus 
albicollis and Green-winged Saltator Saltator 
similis are typical birds found in the quebrada 
forest interior. Forest borders are inhabited by 
colourful songbirds including Diademed Tanager 
Stephanophorus diadematus, Chestnut-backed 
Tanager Stilpnia preciosa, Fawn-breasted Tanager 
Pipraeidea melanonota and Ultramarine Grosbeak 
Cyanoloxia brissonii. 

The surrounding grasslands and boggy swales 
also support a characteristic avifauna. Several 
species are either restricted to or are easier to find 
here than in most other regions of Uruguay: Red-
legged Seriema Cariama cristata, Yellow-headed 
Caracara Milvago chimachima, Orange-breasted 

6 In Artigas, Rincón de 
Franquía (hotspot 4) 
holds avian specialities 
hailing from the Chaco 
and tropical regions 
(Mauricio Bonifacino).
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Thornbird Phacellodomus ferrugineigula, Sharp-
tailed Tyrant Culicivora caudacuta (Vulnerable) 
and Wedge-tailed Grass-Finch Emberizoides 
herbicola. Buff-necked Ibis Theristicus caudatus, 
Crested Black-Tyrant Knipolegus lophotes and  
Cliff Flycatcher Hirundinea ferruginea use 
the canyons’ rocky outcrops as roosting and 
breeding sites. Nocturnal birding is also highly 
recommended as it may produce Band-winged 
Nightjar Systellura longirostris, Common Potoo 
Nyctibius griseus and Long-tufted Screech-Owl 
Megascops sanctaecaterinae. This area also holds a 
small population of the stunning Buff-fronted  
Owl Aegolius harrisii, with several records in 
recent years. 

The Valle del Lunarejo is a ‘protected 
landscape’ area with an extensive network of trails 
managed by local communities. Accommodation 
can be found at several posadas in or near the 
hamlets of La Palma (� 31°10’04”S 55°52’40”W) 
and Laureles (� 31°21’44”S 55°52’23”W).  
At the latter, Establecimiento Bichadero  
(� 31°21’34”S 55°59’04”W) is one of the most 
popular among birders. 

6. Arerunguá: the grassland hotspot
This is arguably one of Uruguay’s most special 
wildlife spots (� 31°39’34”S 56°36’58”W): getting 
to know this region is reason enough to visit the 
country. It harbours some of the best-preserved 
examples of native grassland in the whole Pampas 

biome. The two flagship species of Arerunguá 
are Pampas Deer Ozotoceros bezoarticus (Near 
Threatened) and Pampas Meadowlark Lesites 
defilippii (Vulnerable). These animals and many 
others favour large patches of lightly grazed 
grasslands. Characteristic birds include Greater 
Rhea Rhea americana (Near Threatened), 
Spotted Nothura Nothura maculosa, Burrowing 
Owl Athene cunicularia, Red-legged Seriema, 
Aplomado Falcon Falco femoralis, Common 
Miner Geositta cunicularia, Tawny-headed 
Swallow Alopochelidon fucata, Grassland Sparrow 
Ammodramus humeralis and White-browed 
Meadowlark Leistes superciliaris. 

Arerunguá is also one of the country’s ‘pipit 
hotspots’. Short-billed Pipit Anthus furcatus and 
Hellmayr’s Pipit A. hellamyri are common and 
widespread. Although Yellowish Pipit A. lutescens 
and Ochre-breasted Pipit A. nattereri (Vulnerable) 
are more patchily distributed, they faithfully show 
up at preferred sites (characterised by wet short 
grass in the case of the former, but taller, denser 
grass for the latter). 

During spring and summer, bird assemblages 
are enriched with tropical and Nearctic migrants 
such as Nacunda Nighthawk Chordeiles nacunda, 
American Golden-Plover Pluvialis dominica and 
Upland Sandpiper Bartramia longicauda. Winter 
birding in Arerunguá is also 
recommended.  
 

7 In Rivera, the valley of Lunarejo (hotspot 5) harbours subtropical 
vegetation (Mauricio Bonifacino). Species here include 8 Diademed 
Tanager Stephanophorus diadematus (Río Negro, south of Young, 
Río Negro, November 2016).

8

7
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From April to 
August, ‘Little 
Patagonia’ is 
an epithet that 
captures the 
essence of the 
area, both in terms 
of landscape and 
birdlife. During this time 
of the year, several migrants 
from southern South America arrive including the 
particularly sought-after Tawny-throated Dotterel 
Oreopholus ruficollis and Chocolate-vented Tyrant  
Neoxolmis rufiventris. 

Moreover, grassland wildlife is not all there is 
to see at Arerunguá. Woodland patches and gallery 
forests add many other specialities such as Blue-
tufted Starthroat Heliomaster furcifer, Short-billed 
Canastero Asthenes baeri, Crested Black-Tyrant 
and Chopi Blackbird Gnorimopsar chopi. Yellow 
Cardinal is also possible here. At present, there 
are no in situ accommodation options. The closest 
lodging alternatives are located in Salto (c.170 km 
or 2.5 hours’ drive away) and Tacuarembó (c.85 
km or 1.5 hours drive). In addition, Valle Edén 
(� 31°49’27”S 56°10’36”W) and Laureles offer 
accommodation in quebrada forest settings that 
offer a different suite of species (see hotspot 5).

7. Paso Centurión: Atlantic Forest birds
Atlantic Forest elements can be found throughout 
most of the country, but it is the area known 
as Paso Centurión that harbours the largest 

9

10

11

12
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concentration of these specialities. Located in 
eastern dpto. Cerro Largo, Paso Centurión  
(� 32°07’55”S 53°44’00”W; 8 pasocenturion.com.uy) 
lies on the western bank of the Río Yaguarón; 
on the eastern bank is the Brazilian state of Rio 
Grande do Sul. Although roads lead to the river on 
each side, there is no bridge across which vehicles 
can cross between the countries. In the past two 
decades, this area has produced the largest number 
of new species for Uruguay. 

Although visually unimpressive, the gallery 
forest along the Yaguarón seems to work as a 
convergence spot for birds that disperse southwards 
along some of the forested sierras of extreme 
southern Brazil. Regular species found here include 
Brown Tinamou Crypturellus obsoletus, Maroon-
bellied Parakeet Pyrrhura frontalis and Large-tailed 
Antshrike Mackenziaena leachii. There is also a 
nice mix of forest suboscines including Scalloped 
Woodcreeper Lepidocolaptes falcinellus, Planalto 

Woodcreeper Dendrocolaptes platyrostris, Highland 
Elaenia Elaenia obscura and Yellow-olive Flycatcher 
Tolmomyias sulphurescens. Other forest birds are 
scarcer but show up regularly: Pale-vented Pigeon 
Patagioenas cayennensis, Surucua Trogon Trogon 
surrucura, White-browed Woodpecker Piculus 
aurulentus, Sharp-billed Treehunter Heliobletus 
contaminatus, Rufous Gnateater Conopophaga 
lineata, Ochre-faced Tody-Flycatcher Poecilotriccus 
plumbeiceps and Azure Jay Cyanocorax caeruleus 
(Near Threatened).  

The surrounding open habitats (grasslands, 
boggy swales and agricultural lands) provide 
habitat for a diverse avifauna. Some 200 species 
have been recorded for the Centurión area and 
there is no doubt that additions will continue. 
Until recently, the only options for overnight stays 
were to camp or to base oneself in Melo, about an 
hour’s drive southwest. Accordingly, the recent 
establishment of birding-oriented accommodation 
at Centurión hamlet, Tinambú EcoLodge  
(� 32°08’21”S 53°45’46”W), is most welcome. The 
lodge owners should be able to help independent 
birders explore an area that is mostly in  
private hands. 

To access Centurión, visitors usually drive 
north along Ruta 8 from Treinta y Tres to Melo.  

9 The grasslands of Arerunguá, Salto, November 
2008, with several grazing Pampas Deer Ozotoceros 
bezoarticus (Near Threatened). Arerunguá holds some 
of the best-preserved grasslands in the Pampas, 
where special species include: 10 Red-legged Seriema 
Cariama cristata, Arerunguá, Salto, December 2017; 
and 11 the charismatic Greater Rhea Rhea americana 
(male with chicks, Salto, November 2012). Target 
passerines here include two Vulnerable species: 12 
Pampas Meadowlark Leistes defilippii, Arerunguá, 
Salto, November 2005; and 13 Ochre-breasted Pipit 
Anthus nattereri, Arerunguá, Salto, November 2009. 
14 Short-billed Canastero Asthenes baeri (Laureles, 
Tacuarembó, December 2013) and possibly  
15 Yellow Cardinal Gubernatrix cristata (east of  
Young, Río Negro, December 2015) occur here in  
woodland patches.

13

14

15
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Just west of this road, about an hour’s drive from 
Treinta y Tres, lies the Paisaje Protegido Quebrada 
de los Cuervos (� 32°54’28”S 54°26’48”W; open 
08h00–16h00 Thursday through Sunday); turn 
west off Ruta 8 at � 33°02’24.0”S 54°23’22”W then 
drive for c.20 km. As well as its scenic landscape, 
the protected area is the most reliable site for  
Toco Toucan Ramphastos toco in Uruguay 
and usually produces a nice array of forest and 
grassland species. Several nearby estancias and 
posadas provide accommodation in this area  
(8 quebradadeloscuervos.com.uy).

8. Bañado de los Indios:  
marshland feast
This site is part of the Reserva de Biosfera 
Bañados del Este. Unfortunately, the international 
recognition afforded to the area is not coupled 
with adequate protection at the national level. 
Nonetheless, this is one of the most productive 
parts in the whole country: day visits usually 
produce long species lists, including several 
sought-after specialities. 

Los Indios marshes hold large expanses of 
pajonales (emergent marsh vegetation) between 

Bañado de los Indios (hotspot 8) is good for sought-after birds including 17 Straight-billed Reedhaunter Limnoctites 
rectirostris (Near Threatened), sierra country, north of Laguna de Castillos, Rocha, February 2017; and 18 Black-and-
white Monjita Xolmis dominicanus (Vulnerable), Chapicuy, south of Termas de Daymán, Paysandú.

17 18

16 Gallery and sierra 
forest near Paso Paiva,  
south of Paso Centurión  
(hotspot 7), Cerro Largo.16
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km477–78 of Ruta 14 (� 33°54’26”S 53°43’20”W). 
Car traffic is light and there is a blind (hide) 
on the south side of the road from which large 
aquatic species such as Southern Screamer 
Chauna torquata, Plumbeous Ibis Theristicus 
caerulescens, Maguari Stork Ciconia maguari 
and Limpkin Aramus guarauna can be spotted 
easily. At dawn, vocalisations reveal the presence 
of many marsh-dwelling species, including 
Rufous-sided Crake Laterallus melanophaius, 
Plumbeous Rail Pardirallus sanguinolentus, Curve-
billed Reedhaunter, Sulphur-bearded Spinetail 
Limnoctites sulphuriferus, Yellow-chinned 
Spinetail Certhiaxis cinnamomeus and Scarlet-
headed Blackbird Amblyramphus holosericeus. 

Several passerines of global conservation 
concern – including Straight-billed Reedhaunter 
Limnoctites rectirostris (Near Threatened), 
Bay-capped Wren Spinetail, Black-and-white 
Monjita Xolmis dominicanus (Vulnerable), Marsh 
Seedeater Sporophila palustris (Endangered) and 
Saffron-cowled Blackbird – are regularly seen 
at the marsh or in the surrounding grassland 
areas: walking along the road up to a couple of 
kilometres west of the blind is usually rewarding. 
Some of these species favour patches of specific 
plant communities that grow close to the road. 
Long-winged Harrier Circus buffoni and Cinereous 
Harrier C. cinereus are often spotted flying low 
over the marshes while Correndera Pipit Anthus 
correndera makes display flights above wet 
grasslands. Several hirundines, including  

19 Austral Negrito Lessonia rufa (Arerunguá, Salto, June 2017) is an austral migrant. 20 Olrog’s Gull Larus atlanticus 
(Near Threatened), Laguna José Ignacio, Maldonado, July 2020: seasonally, flocks feed on crabs at this lagoon. A 
winter visit to Cabo Polonio or pelagic trip may produce 21 Black-browed Albatross Thalassarche melanophris (Mar del 
Plata, Buenos Aires, Argentina, March 2015) and 22 Southern Giant-Petrel Macronectes giganteus (Punta del Este, 
Maldonado, July 2017).
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Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica and Cliff  
Swallow Petrochelidon pyrrhonota usually  
forage in the area surrounding the bridge  
(� 33°54’23.4”S 53°42’57.9”W). 

This area is located c.25 km west of La 
Coronilla beach resort (� 33°53’49”S 53°31’03”W), 
where services and lodging are available. To the 
south, Punta del Diablo (another popular summer 
resort; � 34°02’45”S 53°32’22”W) has more 
accommodation options while Parque Santa  
Teresa has very good camping infrastructure  
(� 33°59’53”S 53°33’59”W). If you do not like crowds, 
avoid these sites during January and February. 

9. Coastal lagoons: Castillos, Rocha, 
Garzón and José Ignacio
Several large lagoons with varying legal protection 
characterise the coastal areas of dptos. Maldonado 
and Rocha. From east to west, these are: Castillos, 

Rocha, Garzón and José Ignacio. 
These wetlands are great 

places to find charismatic 
waterfowl as well as 

other aquatic avifauna. 
Widespread species 
here include both 
South American 
swans: Black-
necked Cygnus 
melancoryphus and 

Coscoroba Coscoroba coscoroba. There is also a 
diverse array of ducks, herons and ibises, as well 
as plovers, sandpipers and terns. In particular, 
look for Rosy-billed Pochard Netta peposaca, 
Ringed Teal Callonetta leucophrys, Red Shoveler 
Spatula platalea, Cocoi Heron Ardea cocoi, 
Roseate Spoonbill Platalea ajaja, Collared Plover 
Charadrius collaris, Red Knot Calidris canutus 
(Near Threatened), Hudsonian Godwit Limosa 
haemastica, Sandwich (Cayenne) Tern Thalasseus 
sandvicensis eurygnathus and Snowy-crowned 
Tern Sterna trudeaui. Some target birds favour 
specific lagoons: Black-headed Duck Heteronetta 
atricapilla (at Castillos); Chilean Flamingo 
Phoenicopterus chilensis (Near Threatened; at José 
Ignacio); and Baird’s Sandpiper Calidris bairdii 
and Large-billed Tern (both at Rocha). 

Many of these species are present during the 
austral spring and summer (from September to 
March). During winter, these are complemented by 
migrants from the south, such as Rufous-chested 
Dotterel Charadrius modestus, Two-banded Plover 
Charadrius falklandicus, Buff-winged Cinclodes 
Cinclodes fuscus and Austral Negrito Lessonia 
rufa. Flocks of Olrog’s Gull Larus atlanticus (Near 
Threatened) usually gather around the mouth of 
Laguna José Ignacio (� 34°50’33”S 54°40’23”W), 
where they feast on crabs from April to September. 

Laguna Castillos is accessed by boat from ‘El 
Puente’ (the Ruta 10 bridge over Valizas creek;  
� 34°21’29”S 53°50’42”W). A typical tour 

23
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includes a visit to the Monte de Ombúes, a forest 
dominated by the tree Phytolacca dioica, one 
of the iconic plants of the Pampas. The forest is 
inhabited by many birds which nicely complement 
the lagoon’s principally aquatic birdlife. 

Another nearby site, highly favoured by 
international visitors, is Cabo Polonio. This 
small fishing village is known for its charming 
atmosphere and breath-taking landscapes of 
huge sand dunes and beautiful sandy beaches. A 
winter visit to Cabo Polonio may produce Black-
browed Albatross Thalassarche melanophris and 
Southern Giant-Petrel Macronectes giganteus, 
as well as typical coastal birds (shorebirds, gulls, 
terns). A small colony of South American Fur Seal 
Arctocephalus australis is located close to the 
lighthouse. Cabo Polonio is reached from a parking 
area alongside Ruta 10 (� 34°22’53”S 53°50’39”W). 
Onward access to this site is restricted and visitors 
need to take an authorised 4x4 bus-like vehicle. 
The other three lagoons are easily accessed from 
Ruta 10. Since the road is interrupted at Laguna de 
Rocha, a loop through Ruta 9 is necessary to reach 

the coastline again. Accommodation options are 
plentiful in this region.

10. Punta del Este and Costa Serrana
Punta del Este is an internationally famous 
beach resort and Uruguay’s most popular tourist 
destination. Costa Serrana refers to the ‘sierra 
country’ that lies west of Punta del Este, from 
Piriápolis (dpto. Maldonado) to Villa Serrana 
(dpto. Lavalleja). From a birding standpoint, the 
main advantage of Punta del Este is its strategic 
location. Within a 50-km radius, birders can 
explore sandy beaches, coastal lagoons (hotspot 
9), freshwater marshes, sierras, islands and more. 
Landscape heterogeneity makes for an extensive 
species list, even for half-day activities. Several 
pages would be necessary to cover all main 
attractions of this area. The following suggestions 
focus on sites and species that best complement 
other hotspots.  

The Arroyo Maldonado wetlands, immediately 
north of Punta del Este, host more than 200 
species. The southern sector of the area can  

23 Cerro de los Chivitos, Costa Serrana, 
Lavalleja (Mauricio Bonifacino) is part of 
hotspot 10. In marshes around Punta del 
Este, look for 24 South American Painted-
snipe Nycticryphes semicollaris (Bañadito  
de Abente, Canelones, December 2010) 
and 25 Giant Wood-Rail Aramides ypecaha 
(Laguna del Diario, Punta del Este, 
Maldonado, December 2016). 26 Isla de 
Lobos, Maldonado, where the South American 
Fur Seal Arctocephalus australis colony 
attracts wintering 27 Snowy Sheathbill Chionis 
albus (Punta Rasa, Buenos Aires, April 2014).
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be accessed through the Parque Indígena  
(� 34°54’59.7”S 54°53’46.8”W; typically open 
09h00–17h00, extended to 19h00 in summer). 
Another productive spot (at low tide) is close  
to the ‘undulating’ bridges of La Barra  
(e.g. � 34°54’32.7”S 54°52’30.0”W). Some 
specialities include Little Blue Heron Egretta 
caerulea, Chiloe Wigeon Mareca sibilatrix, 
Cinnamon Teal Saptula cyanoptera, Wilson’s 
Phalarope Phalaropus tricolor and South 
American Painted-snipe Nycticryphes  
semicollaris. West of the city, Laguna del Diario  
(� 34°53’49”S 55°00’12”W) also harbours rich 
birdlife. Common species are White-tufted Grebe 
Rollandia rolland, Rufous-sided Crake, Grey-
cowled Wood-Rail Aramides cajaneus, Giant 
Wood-Rail Aramides ypecaha, Rufescent Tiger-
Heron Tigrisoma lineatum, Snail Kite Rostrhamus 
sociabilis, Wattled Jacana Jacana jacana, Ringed 
Kingfisher Megaceryle troquata, Sooty Tyrannulet 
Serpophaga nigricans and Spectacled Tyrant. 
Stripe-backed Bittern Ixobrychus involucris and 
Pinnated Bittern Botaurus pinnatus are also 
recorded regularly. 

‘Sierra’ and gallery forests (e.g. near Pueblo 
Edén: � 34°37’53”S 55°03’21”W) are inhabited 
by Mottled Piculet Picumnus nebulosus (Near 
Threatened), Sharp-tailed Streamcreeper  
Lochmias nematura, Spix’s Spinetail Synallaxis 
spixi and Yellow-rumped Marshbird Pseudoleistes 
guirahuro. Along the coast, at Punta del Este 
peninsula for example, shorebirds, gulls and  
terns gather (� 34°57’52”S 54°57’13”W).  
American Oystercatcher Haematopus palliatus  
is particularly common. 

One of the best options in this area is the 
boat trip to Isla de Lobos, where one of the 
largest South American Fur Seal colonies is 
found. The island is also a breeding site for the 
larger South American Sea Lion Otaria byronia 
and is additionally visited by Southern Elephant 
Seal Mirounga leonina. Although landing is not 
permitted, during winter the marine-mammal 
activity attracts seabirds such as White-chinned 
Petrel Procellaria aequinoctialis (Vulnerable), 
Southern Giant-Petrel, Northern Giant-Petrel
Macronectes halli and Chilean Skua Stercorarius 
chilensis. Snowy Sheathbill Chionis albus is 

another regular winter visitor to the colony.  
These tours depart from Punta del Este harbour  
(� 34°57’49”S 54°57’04”W; 8 crucerosamoa.com); 
although offered on a regular basis only during 
the summer, birding-specific trips can also be 
arranged at other times of year. Meanwhile, Punta 
del Este offers the most diverse lodging alternatives 
in the whole of Uruguay so makes for a great base.

Final words
From sheathbills among sea lions on an offshore 
island to threatened meadowlarks and pipits in 
pristine grasslands, from Buff-fronted Owl in 
quebrada forest to Saffron-cowled Blackbirds 
flocking around Black-and-white Monjitas in the 
southeastern wetlands, Uruguay harbours a wealth 
of exciting birds in a conveniently compact area 
blessed with rich culture and attractive landscapes. 
Whether you are a global birder or family-toting 
holidaymaker, what’s not to love?
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Opportunities to help the NBC
From time to time we need volunteers to take 
on roles for the NBC. These are not trustee 
positions so do not involve joining Council or 
attending Council meetings. We are particularly 
keen to find people with knowledge of web-
editing, marketing or database management,  
or who live near Rutland Water, UK. If you  
are keen to help or learn more, please  
* secretary@neotropicalbirdclub.org
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