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ABSTRACT 

A 3-day rapid bird census was carried out between 11 and 13 April 2013, as a follow up to 

the 1987 Manomet Bird Observatory and Missouri Botanical Garden expedition to the 

Upper Bladen Branch Nature Reserve in Toledo District in the south of Belize. A total of 233 

bird species were positively identified by the 2013 team. This report gives data for all 

confirmed observations, makes comparisons with the 1987 data and gives some further 

recommendations.  

    

INTRODUCTION 

Between February 28 – 29 March 1987, 11 personnel from the Manomet Bird Observatory 

and Missouri Botanical Garden, plus 2 Belizeans from Mango Creek, made a biological survey 

of the Upper Bladen Branch watershed in the Mayan Mountains of Belize.  The 44 page 

expedition report1 included an initial management plan for this remote, undeveloped and 

biologically rich part of southern Belize. The main recommendation of the report was that the 

whole area be established as an inviolate nature preserve, within a wider conservation region. 

 

In 1990, the Belizean Government declared the 99,796 acres (40,386 ha) of the Upper 

Bladen watershed a Strict Nature Reserve2, the highest status of IUCN protection; one of 

only three such highly protected areas in Belize3. As such, access has since been strictly 

limited by permit, with a permanent ranger presence within the reserve and regular ranger 

patrols to guard against human encroachment and exploitation of the natural resources. In 

2005, the Belize Foundation for Research and Environmental Education (BFREE4) was set up, 

and this has enabled much scientific research to be carried out, under strict access controls, 

within the reserve. Since December 2008, the Bladen Nature Reserve (BNR) has been 

managed the Ya’axché Conservation Trust (Ya’axché) in partnership with the Belize 

Government.  

 

The authors of this report first met in Belize, during the period that one of them was assigned 

to  the British Armed Forces between 1986 and 1988, and since meeting, it has always been 

their aspiration to visit the Bladen, being as it was clearly excellent for avifauna. An 

opportunity arose for this to take place in early 2013, and so planning started on carrying out 

a rapid bird census of the eastern half of the Upper Bladen Reserve. The team was to include 

a Ya’axché Ranger, who lived just outside the reserve’s boundary, a trainee ringer/bander, 

and a professional bird guide: all three were very experienced field observers and very 

familiar with the identification of the bird species which are to be found in this part of 

southern Belize. The total of 7 members of the expedition is listed at Appendix AAppendix AAppendix AAppendix A. 

 

                                                                 

 
1
   The Bladen Branch Wilderness. A Special Report. The Manomet Bird Observatory, PO Box 936, Manomet, Massachusetts, 02345, USA. 

October 1987. 
2
   IUCN Category Ia Strict nature reserve — An area which is protected from all but light human use in order to preserve the geological and 

geomorphological features of the region and its biodiversity. 
3
   All protected areas within Belize are detailed at: http://www.protectedplanet.net/countries/22 

4
   Belize Foundation for Research and Environmental Education:  http://www.bfreebz.org 
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Although records of birds encountered on ranger patrols and visits by avian specialists are 

recorded by Ya’axché, and at least 352 species of birds have so far been recorded for the 

reserve, as planning started for the 2013 survey, no published material could be found about 

the birds of BNR. However, just before the expedition took place, a book5 became available, 

which is invaluable for all those interested in the Upper Bladen ecosystem. It stated that 

more than 352 species of birds had been recorded within the BNR, and listed 345 of these.  

 

It was decided that the expedition would hike in via the only official entrance to the reserve, 

off the Southern Highway, via the Ranger Station, and spend 2 nights camping in the eastern 

part of the reserve, reaching as far as Calera Camp and the Quebrada de Oro River. The 

detailed itinerary for the 3 days is at Appendix BAppendix BAppendix BAppendix B. All bird species that were positively 

identified, either heard or seen, would be recorded in each sector that was hiked. In entering 

the Upper Bladen Branch basin from its eastern end, via Forest Hill6, and walking some 10km 

west7 along the southern side of the Bladen Branch, the team were able to census four of the 

six areas that the 1987 expedition had visited8. Although no mist netting was carried out by 

the 2013 expedition, as had been the case by qualified banders in the 1987 team, this was 

offset by the considerable local knowledge of those in the 2013 team  

 

AIM 

To carry out a rapid bird census over a 3 day period in the eastern part of the Upper Bladen 

Reserve, as far as the Upper Quebrada de Oro River, record all positively identified bird 

species, and compare the bird species recorded in the same areas by the expedition mounted 

in 1987 by Manomet Bird Observatory and Missouri Botanical Garden. 

    

 

RESULTS OF RAPID BIRD CENSUS 

The numbers of each bird species identified are at ApApApAppendix Cpendix Cpendix Cpendix C. The taxonomic order and 

abundance and seasonality status codes are as per Jones and Vallely, 20019.  

 

Numbers recorded in the tables are based on birds seen or positively identified by their call, 

or a minimum estimate when an exact number could not be ascertained. 

 

There was a possibility of double counting, as the team hiked in along the same trail as it left 

the valley. Some species which can be heard and identified from a distance, e.g. parrots, 

                                                                 

 
5
   Biodiversity of the Maya Mountains, a focus on the Bladen Nature Reserve, by Daniel C Dourson. 2012. Goatslug Publications, 

Bakersville, NC, USA. ISBN: 978-0-615-72795-0. 
6
   Forest Hill is assumed to be the point on the vehicle track to BFREE Field Station from which the trail enters the Upper Bladen Reserve to 

follow the southern bank of the Upper Bladen River. 
7
   This distance is only the east to west measurement; the hike itself was considerably further due to the meandering of the Bladen Branch. 

8
   The 2013 expedition covered Forest Hill, Richardson Creek, and both the lower and upper reaches of the Quebrada de Oro rivers. It did 

not penetrate far enough west to cover the Ridge or Ramos Creek which the 1987 expedition included in it’s expedition. Neither expedition 

covered the terrain to the west of these latter two areas, i.e. the majority of the western half of the Upper Bladen Reserve was not covered 

by either expedition.  
9
    Annotated Checklist of the Birds of Belize, by H Lee Jones and A C Vallely, Lynx Editions 2001. ISBN: 84-87334-35-0. 
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woodpeckers, motmots etc may have been recorded in more than one transect, but it is 

impossible to be sure.     

The original data spreadsheet gives a detailed breakdown of where each bird species was 

recorded, with an indication of the potential for double counts, and is available on request. 

 

The team identified 233 species in 3 days between 11 and 13 April 2013 (a similar time of 

year as the 1987 expedition). 

 

The records include 50 species categorized as either summer (7) or winter (37) visitors or 

transients (6), as opposed to residents in the Toledo District, as per the Annotated Checklist 

of the Birds of Belize9. 

 

Of the 233 species, 73% were in the very common, common, or fairly common categories, 

whilst the team recorded 52 species were are categorized as less common, including the rare 

Harpy Eagle, a species at the extreme northern limit of its range in the Americas, Ornate 

Hawk Eagle and Black-and-white Hawk-Eagle. Also, singles of Green Heron and Black-

throated Bobwhite, which are currently assessed as occurring marginally in the Toledo 

District, were seen. A beautiful male Painted Bunting was seen in riverside grass on the 

Lower Quebrada de Oro; this is currently categorised as occasional in Toledo District. 1   The 

total in the marginal category includes the sighting of 3 White-fronted Parrots; this species 

does not have an abundance status for Toledo District in the Annotated Checklist of the 

Birds of Belize. 

  
Table Table Table Table 1111: Number of species censused in 2013: Number of species censused in 2013: Number of species censused in 2013: Number of species censused in 2013----    by abundance category for Toledo districtby abundance category for Toledo districtby abundance category for Toledo districtby abundance category for Toledo district    (categories as per(categories as per(categories as per(categories as per    

Jones and Vallely,Jones and Vallely,Jones and Vallely,Jones and Vallely,    2001).2001).2001).2001).    

Abundance categoryAbundance categoryAbundance categoryAbundance category    

for the Toledo Districtfor the Toledo Districtfor the Toledo Districtfor the Toledo District    

    

Very Very Very Very 

CommonCommonCommonCommon    
CommonCommonCommonCommon    

Fairly Fairly Fairly Fairly 

CommonCommonCommonCommon    

UnUnUnUn----

commoncommoncommoncommon    
RareRareRareRare    

OcOcOcOc----

casionalcasionalcasionalcasional    

Scarce in Scarce in Scarce in Scarce in 

most of most of most of most of 

Toledo Toledo Toledo Toledo 

DistrictDistrictDistrictDistrict    

MarginallMarginallMarginallMarginall

y occurs y occurs y occurs y occurs 

in Toledo in Toledo in Toledo in Toledo 

DistrictDistrictDistrictDistrict    

V C F U R O I M 

Number of species 

recorded by the 2013 

census team 

25 104 52 32 3 1 13 3 

 

The 5 most abundant species as recorded by the 2013 census were, in descending order: 

Chestnut-headed Oropendola, Brown-hooded Parrot, White-collared Manakin, Red-

throated Ant Tanager and Keel-billed Toucan. All of these species are very vocal and readily 

identifiable at a distance, and so their relative abundance, when compared with quieter less 

obvious species, are likely to be over stated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

6

COMPARISON OF RESULTS OF RAPID BIRD CENSUS 

WITH THE 1987 EXPEDITION 

 

The 1987 expedition recorded 194 species of birds10, but of these, 184 were recorded in the 

same areas that the 2013 census visited8. However, members of the 2013 team believe that 

2 of the species recorded by the 1987 team are dubious11 ; these are Magnificent 

Hummingbird and Audubon’s (Black-headed) Oriole.  

 

The 1987 expedition caught and ringed 345 birds of 71 species; of these, 80% were 

permanent residents. Table Table Table Table 2222 shows percentages based on all records of the 1987 expedition, 

not just based on those species that were caught and ringed. 26 years apart, the percentage 

results of the 2 teams, for the seasonality status of the avifauna in the eastern part of the 

Upper Bladen at this time of year, are very similar.   

 
Table Table Table Table 2222: Comparison of species between the two expeditions by season status: Comparison of species between the two expeditions by season status: Comparison of species between the two expeditions by season status: Comparison of species between the two expeditions by season status    

        PermanentPermanentPermanentPermanent    WinteringWinteringWinteringWintering    TransientTransientTransientTransient    Summer Summer Summer Summer     

mimimimigrantsgrantsgrantsgrants    

VisitorVisitorVisitorVisitor    

2013 Census2013 Census2013 Census2013 Census    

(233 species)(233 species)(233 species)(233 species)    

Number of species 182 37 6 7 1 

Percentage 78% 16% 2.5% 3% 0.5% 

1987 Expedition1987 Expedition1987 Expedition1987 Expedition    

(182 species)(182 species)(182 species)(182 species)    

Number of species 142 29 2 7 2 

Percentage 78% 16% 1% 4% 1% 

 

The 2013 census recorded 79 species that were not recorded by the 1987 expedition, in the 

areas those both team’s visited. Conversely, the 1987 expedition recorded 28 species that 

were not recorded by the 2013 census in the same areas. Collectively, the 2 expeditions 

recorded 265 (plus 2 disputed) species in the eastern part of the Upper Bladen Basin which 

they both visited.   

    

Three White-tipped Doves were recorded in the 2013 census, a species which is categorized 

in Jones and Vallely, 2001, as marginally occurring in the Toledo District. This species was 

also recorded by the 1987 expedition. 

 

Three White-fronted Parrots were recorded in the 2013 census, a species that is not 

recorded by Jones and Vallely, 2001, as occurring in the Toledo District. This species was 

also recorded by the 1987 expedition. 

    

Interestingly, the abundance of game birds recorded on the 2013 expedition is the opposite 

to the abundance order listed in Jones and Vallely, 2001. It is suggested that this is because 

                                                                 

 
10

     The 1987 expedition actually recorded 189 species, plus an additional 5 species on a previous visit to the area in May 1985; hence the 

total of 194 in the report (Appendix C). 
11

      Disputed 1987 species records are: Magnificent Hummingbird (Eugenes fulgens) which was recorded in the Upper Quebrada by the 

1987 expedition. This is a highland species, normally encountered at 1000-3000 meters ASL (as per Howell and Webb, 1995), but the 

Upper Quebrada is less than 600 metres ASL. The nearest population of the resident Audubon’s Oriole (Icterus graduacauda) is Oaxaca and 

Veracruz states in Mexico(Howell and Webb, 1995), and so it is more likely that the bird seen on Richardson’s Creek by the 1987 team was 

a female Black-cowled Oriole (Icterus prosthemelus).    



   

 

7

the abundance statuses in Jones and Vallely, 2001, are skewed towards habitats that are 

more disturbed that the pristine BNR. 

    
Table Table Table Table 3333: Comparison of status of main game species between 1987 and 2013: Comparison of status of main game species between 1987 and 2013: Comparison of status of main game species between 1987 and 2013: Comparison of status of main game species between 1987 and 2013    (abundance c(abundance c(abundance c(abundance categories as perategories as perategories as perategories as per    

Jones and Vallely,Jones and Vallely,Jones and Vallely,Jones and Vallely,    2001)2001)2001)2001)    

    2013 Census2013 Census2013 Census2013 Census    Species Species Species Species abundanceabundanceabundanceabundance    as per 1987 Expeditionas per 1987 Expeditionas per 1987 Expeditionas per 1987 Expedition    

 Abundance Status Number Forest 

Hill 

Richardson’s 

Creek and 

upstream to 

Calera Caves 

Lower 

Quebrada de 

Oro and Bladen 

from Calera to 

Hellgate 

Upper 

reaches of 

Quebrada 

de Oro 

Great 

Curassow 

U P 29 - U - C 

Crested 

Guan 

U P 13 - R R U 

Great 

Tinamou 

F P 11 - C C C 

Little 

Tinamou 

F P 8 - C C C 

Slate-

breasted 

Tinamou 

F P 6 - C C C 

Plain 

Chachalaca 

C P 2 C U - - 

    

    

CONCLUSIONS 

Recruiting highly experienced field observers to the team enabled a very effective rapid bird 

census to be carried out over a 3 day period in an extensive area of rain forest. 

 

The technique of censusing the area by observers remaining on the tracks, or hiking along 

river beds, is an effective and non intrusive way of carrying out a repeatable sample of the 

avifauna of the area, given the difficulty and disturbance to wildlife if observers were to 

attempt to move across the terrain away from trails. 

 

The composition of species, as categorised by their seasonality status, was very similar 

between the 2 expeditions, which were separated by 26 years (Table 2). 

 

The populations of bird game species seemed to be healthy, with notable numbers of Great 

Curassow seen and heard; this would indicate the absence or very little hunting in the 

eastern end of the BNR. 

 

Certain species are restricted to particular habitat types, others were encountered in a 

variety of habitats, and others, by nature of their wide roaming, could be seen or heard 

overhead anywhere, e.g. vultures, parrots and swifts.  
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Few mammals or their tracks12 were seen and the one Peccary that was seen was extremely 

wary; this may indicate illegal hunting activity. 

 

A few shoals, each comprising up to 100 Mountain Mullet (Agonostomus monticola), with the 

larger fish approximately 2 feet in length, were seen slowly swimming downstream; this may 

indicate low levels of fishing of the Bladen Branch River. 

 

It is understood from the Ya’axché rangers that regular illegal incursions from Guatemala 

result in illegal exploitation of the BNR. This includes extraction of the ornamental xaté 

(pronounced: shatay). These are the leaves from 3 Chamaedorea species of palm tree 

(Chamaedorea ernesti-augustii, Chamaedorea elegans and Chamaedorea oblongata). 

        

    

RECOMMENDATIONS 

1.  To carry out a follow-on rapid bird census, perhaps at approximately the same time in 

2014, to cover the whole of the Upper Bladen basin area, i.e. to the west of the area covered 

by the 2013 census, including two sites covered by the 1987 expedition, Ridge and Ramos; 

and if time and manpower permits, also some of the higher slopes within the watershed. 

  

2.  Ya’axché, in collaboration with BFREE, to publish the updated list of at least 352 bird 

species which have so far been recorded in the BNR. 

 

3.  The Belizean Government, in partnership with Ya’axché, to investigate how illegal 

encroachment by Guatemalans across the border into the western end of the Upper Bladen 

Nature Reserve can be halted and to put measures in place to eliminate exploitation of plants 

and animals in this part of the Nature Reserve. 

 

4.  To maintain the IUCN Category Ia (Strict nature reserve) status of the Upper Bladen 

Basin. 

 

 
 

                                                                 

 
12

    Tracks were seen of Puma, Tapir and Brocket Deer. The only mammal seen was a Peccary species (either White-lipped (Tayassu pecari) 

or Collared Peccary (Tayassu tajacu) and Black Howler Monkeys (Allouatta pigra) were heard. 



 
Ya’axché Conservation Trust      Phone: (+501) 722-0108 

22 Alejandro Vernon Street, P.O. 177     Fax: (+501) 722-0108 

Punta Gorda, Toledo District      E-mail: info@yaaxche.org 

Belize         Web: yaaxche.org 

APPENDIX A 
 

11 – 13 APRIL 2013 RAPID BIRD CENSUS OF 

THE UPPER BLADEN BRANCH, TOLEDO 

DISTRICT, BELIZE 
 

 

EXPEDITION MEMBERS 

 

NameNameNameName    FunctionFunctionFunctionFunction    RoleRoleRoleRole    

Philip Balderamos President of the Belize Audubon Society 1991–

1992 

Team 

Leader 

Nick Smith,  

BSc(Hons) Environmental Science 

Royal Air Force Logistics Officer Co-leader 

Victor Bonilla Ya’axché Ranger since 2004 and specialist in the 

birds of BNR 

Member 

Maarten Hofman,  

MSc Ecology,  

BSc Wildlife Management 

Ya’axché Research Coordinator Member 

Israel Manzanero (‘Junior’) Professional Bird Guide, Blue Hole NP Member 

Tom Pienkowski,  

BSc Environmental Conservation 

Ya’axché Development Officer Member 

Liberato Pop (‘Gato’) Trainee Bird Ringer and Avian Technician Member 

 



 
Ya’axché Conservation Trust      Phone: (+501) 722-0108 

22 Alejandro Vernon Street, P.O. 177     Fax: (+501) 722-0108 

Punta Gorda, Toledo District      E-mail: info@yaaxche.org 

Belize         Web: yaaxche.org 

APPENDIX B 

 
11 – 13 APRIL 2013 RAPID BIRD CENSUS OF 

THE UPPER BLADEN BRANCH, TOLEDO 

DISTRICT, BELIZE 
 

ITINERARY 

10 APRIL 

pm. PB, NS and IM and LP drive from Belmopan to home of VB at Medina Bank. Overnight. 

 

11 APRIL 

0500–0510hrs.  PB, NS and IM and LP drive to BNR Ranger Station and leave vehicle with 

Rangers. 

0530–0630hrs.  Hike along BFREE vehicle track through savannah habitat. 

0650–0710hrs.  Hike along BFREE vehicle track through transition habitat, to Forest Hill.  

0720–0820 hrs. Hike along trail through broad leaved deciduous forest to Blue Pool. 

0830–0920 hrs. Hike along trail from Blue Pool to Fishbone Crossing. 

0940–1030 hrs. Hike along trail from Fishbone Crossing to Richardson Camp. 

1030–1040hrs.  Hike along trail from Richardson Camp to Solomon Camp. TP and MH join. 

1040–1225hrs.  Team hikes along trail from Solomon Camp to Richardson Creek/Bland 

Branch confluence. 

1240–1525hrs.  Team hikes along trail from Richardson Creek/Bland Branch confluence to 

Calera. 

1240–1525hrs.  Team hikes along trail from Richardson Creek/Bland Branch confluence to 

Calera. 

Overnight at Calera Camp 

 

12 APRIL 

0600–0700hrs and 1000–1230hrs.  PB, VB, MH and IM survey area around Calera Camp. 

0600–0730hrs.  LP, NS and TP hike to Lower Quebrada de Oro. 

0750–0830hrs.  LP, NS and TP hike up Lower Quebrada de Oro. 

0840–1000hrs.  LP, NS and TP hike up Upper Quebrada de Oro. 

1100–1130hrs.  LP, NS and TP hike down Upper Quebrada de Oro. 

1135–1245hrs.  LP, NS and TP hike from Upper Quebrada de Oro to Calera Camp. 
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0700–1000hrs.  PB, VB, MH and IM hike from Calera Camp to Calera and return to Calera 

Camp. 

1430–1550hrs.  Team hikes from Calera Camp to Richardson Camp. 

Overnight at Richardson Camp 

 

13 APRIL 

0530–0730hrs. Team surveys area around Richardson Camp. 

0700–1000hrs. VB, MH, IM hike from Richardson Camp up Richardson Creek, then catch 

rest of team up. 

0900–1105hrs. PB, NS, TP and LP hike from Richardson Camp to Solomon Camp. 

1020–1100hrs. PB, NS, TP and LP hike from Solomon Camp to Fishbone Crossing. 

1145–1100hrs. Team hikes from Fishbone Crossing to Blue Pool. 

1255–1330hrs. Team hikes from Blue Pool to BFREE track (Forest Hill). 

pm. Team disperses 
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