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Introduction 

Laos only hit the birders’ radar in 2009 with the discovery of a new species to science, the Bare-faced Bulbul in 

the Nam Kading Protected Area in central Laos near the village of Na Hin.  This was not one of these dodgy 

splits but a bird that looked nothing like anything else in its family.  Prior to then, very few birders had darkened 

the door of Laos due to the lack of birds and information.  However this changed once news of the Bulbul was 

out and excellent directions of how to see it were published by Stijn De Win of birding2asia  

http://www.birding2asia.com/index.html.  With this information a number of groups have visited the area and 

scored on the Bulbul plus a good supporting cast of Sooty Babbler, Limestone Leaf Warbler and two peckers, 

Red-collared and Pale-headed.  Having returned to Hong Kong after a four year stint in the UAE I was ready for 

some forest birding and with a public holiday in Hong Kong in October it was an ideal time to do a long weekend 

trip.  Reading the trip reports and speaking to people including James Eton of Birdtour Asia 

http://www.birdtourasia.com/index.html we were warned that birding in Laos was hard going, being described as 

some of the hardest birding anywhere, as hunting has wiped out the majority of the larger birds and even the 

small ones are very wary and hard to see.  They were not wrong and unlike most Asian countries, we saw hardly 

any roadside birds in the wet paddies and the forest birding was slow to say the least, at least there were plenty 

of butterflies.  Instead of our usual tick and run approach, we decided to spend four days in the area in the hope 

of picking up some of the supporting cast. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

http://www.birding2asia.com/index.html
http://www.birdtourasia.com/index.html
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Logistics 

Although Laos is less than 500km from Hong Kong, logistics were not easy as there are no direct flights and one 

has to transit through either Hanoi or Bangkok to get to Vientiane, the nearest city to Na Hin with an airport.  Due 

to flight timings and to maximise our time on site we decided on the latter however this required a five hour 

layover on the way out and overnight in Bangkok on the way back and for once we had no time to celebrate 

downtown as we arrived late and flew out early.  From Vientiane it is a five-hour steady drive to Na Hin.  We 

used Mr Souk, the same driver Wendy Newman had used during her trip earlier in the year.  He is a taxi driver in 

Vientiane but was happy to take us to the area and now having made two trips he knows the area and the sites.  

He has a new Hyundai saloon car with good air conditioning which was suitable for our needs but may be not so 

suitable if you wanted to explore off the beaten track.  He speaks English and was excellent, there was no 

problem when we told him we were setting off at 4am to go owling or when we stayed out late.  He took us to the 

sites and waited for our return.  If only all drivers could be like him.  He charged USD125 a day inclusive of 

petrol, his food and accommodation.  He does not have an e-mail address but can be contacted by mobile on 

+856 2028885203. 

 

Accommodation and Food  

In Vientiane we stayed at the Souphaphone hotel which was recommended by Wendy.  It was clean, the rooms 

were large, the air con worked and it was good value.  At Na Hin we stayed at the Sainamhai Resort located by 
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the river and only a few kms from the main birding sites.  At USD12.5 a night it was really excellent value, the 

cabins, which all had air conditioning and fans were clean and very rustic.  The staff were excellent, as was the 

local food.  They had no problem preparing breakfast the night before so we could get an early start.  On route 

to Na Hin we stopped at a roadside restaurant where we had breakfast of rice, eggs, fish and for the brave ones 

frogs.  

 

Weather 
We knew the area was very hot in the summer, so we timed our trip in avoid the hottest part of the year, which 
worked well with cool mornings and evening and day time temperatures reaching the late twenties at most.  We 
experienced a little bit of rain at the Vietnam border but it was only a very brief heavy shower. 
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Lao PDR The “Baldbul” Twitch (1st - 4th December 2009) - Low Bing Wen, Albert 
An excellent report providing additional details on the trails detailed on Stijn De Win’s birding2asia website 
 
Cambodia and Laos 23rd April - 14th May 2012 - Wendy Newman  
The report provided some good updated information 
 
Laos PDR 4th - 7th September 2009 (Up close with the Bare-faced Bulbul) - John Gregory 
 
Central and Southern Laos 3rd - 16th December - George Wagner 
 
Sites  
The sites are very well covered in Stijn De Win’s birding2asia website and updates in Albert Low’s report.  The 
following are a few additional comments. 
 
Weather Station Trail - This starts at KM48.5 and goes to a weather station.  The start is not very obvious and is 
quite overgrown and it took a little finding as there is a more obvious trail 300m before, however this one went 
steeply down whereas the one to the weather station goes up.  100m before the weather station, the trail forks, 
left to the weather station and right descending to the valley floor.  Not wanting to get lost we only explored a 
small area of the valley floor as the trail became less obvious.  It may be worth taking a GPS and exploring 
further as apparently the area is good for the pecker though we didn’t even hear it there. 
 
KM78 - James suggested we had a better chance of finding Limestone Leaf Warbler towards the Vietnam border 
where the road passes through forest on limestone, as it was not so dry.  We tried a number of locations and 
eventually found at least two birds at km78.1 where a large forested limestone karst came close to the road.  
There was a pull in with a signpost to Mangkone Cave.  We parked at the pull in and had one bird next to the 
road and another singing higher up. 
 
KM35-36 - We found this area to be very reliable for the Bulbul at all times of the day though they were distant at 
times.  We also found Sooty Babbler in a gully running parallel to the road as you headed west, which could be 
viewed by stepping about 5 metres into the trees from the roadside verge.  

 

http://www.birdtourasia.com/index.html
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Itinerary 

   

Friday 19th October 

Met Chris at the airport and we were soon on our way to Bangkok.  The five-hour layover went quickly as we 

planned our Bulbul attack.  We met up with Jocko, who had flown down from Shanghai, at the gate and it was 

then a short one-hour hop to Vientiane.  The visa on arrival was very efficient as was immigration and our bags 

were waiting for us in the baggage hall.  I had asked the hotel to arrange a car for us which was waiting and it 

was only a 10 minute drive to the Souphaphone hotel.  We were in our rooms less than 40 minutes after landing. 

 

Saturday 20th October 

After a quiet night in we were up waiting at 5am for our driver Mr Souk who arrived on time and very soon we 

were on our way, initially through the suburbs of Vientiane and then east along highway 13.  As it got light we 

found that we were travelling through open country with scrub and many large paddies and we quickly realised 

that unlike other Asian countries, there were no egrets or herons and in fact there were very few birds at all.  

After a couple of hours we stopped at a roadside restaurant for breakfast where we were offered freshly cooked 

whole frogs, fish and eggs.   

We continued on and eventually the road ran 

alongside the Mekong River so we decided to 

have a brief break and spent a while scanning the 

river and surrounding fields but birds were very 

thin on the ground.  After about four hours of 

driving we turned left onto highway 8 and very 

soon we entered the Nam Kading Protected Area 

famed for its limestone karsts.  We carried on 

until we reached KM35 where we stopped and 

started birding along the road downhill towards 

KM36, scanning the surrounding karsts.  

Although it was nearly midday it wasn’t too hot.  

Very quickly we saw a number of bulbuls flying across the road but these turned out to be Black-crested.  In the 

distance we saw some other bulbuls which we could not identify but which we thought were probably Bare-faced 

but they soon dropped out of sight.  As we were 

walking down the road Jocko heard what he 

thought was a Sooty Babbler so we made our 

way to where the call was coming from which 

turned out to be a gully running parallel with the 

road about 5 metres in from the verge.  In the 

gulley was a party of at least 20 Sooty Babblers. 

They made their way up the gully before returning 

giving great views as they passed us. 
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Pleased with this success, we decided to try the viewpoint area at KM31 however we were looking into the sun 

and although we got a good view of the extensive limestone karst countryside, the poor light made it hard to 

locate any distant birds.  We walked along the road from KM34 back towards KM35 but it was quiet and we 

eventually arrived back where we had started at KM35.  We continued scanning the surrounding karsts and 

eventually found a group of about eight distant bulbuls.  We got the scopes on them and realised that they were 

the boys, the bare face being not that obvious at a distance.  We spent some time watching them and eventually 

they came in quite close before flying across the road.  It was still only 3pm and we had seen two of our target 

birds.  

 
 

We decided to check out the other trails so we would know where to go the following day.  It took a while for us 

to be sure that we had found the correct start of the weather station trail at KM48.5 as the entrance was very 
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overgrown.  For the last hour we decided to try the trail at KM48.2 which appeared to go through some scrub 

bamboo.  After about one km a Pale-headed Woodpecker responded to playback.  It was very responsive and 

came straight in but kept well hidden in the low bamboo and we only saw it in flight.  In the end the light beat us 

and we returned to the car thinking we would get better views the next day.  How wrong we were.  We returned 

to the car and stopped en route to the resort at KM44.3 where we walked along a wide trail past the army post 

and after about one km an Oriental Bay Owl responded and although it came within 50m meters, it sat tight in a 

tree on a ridge and wouldn’t come in any closer.  We also had at least one distant Mountain Scops Owl calling.  

Having heard some owls we thought we would try the temple trail where Spot-bellied Eagle Owl had been heard 

by previous groups but no owls were heard at all.  We eventually arrived at the resort just after 8pm, were 

allocated our cabins and then it was dinner, a beer and the log. 

 

Sunday 21st October 

After discussion the previous night, we decided to opt for breakfast at 5.30am assuming it would only get light 

about 6am.  We were wrong as it started getting light as we were having breakfast and so we didn’t arrive at 

KM48.5, the start of the weather station trail, until 40mins after dawn.  We started the ascent and after about 

50m we tried playback of Eared Pitta and almost immediately one responded but it was distant and so we 

decided to continue on as we were all keen to see the Red-collared Woodpecker.  It took about 30 minutes of 

constant walking before we reached the weather station at the top of the ridge.  Once we arrived we played the 

Pitta-like call of Red-collared Woodpecker and almost immediately one responded.  It came in close and called 

again and we thought it was just a matter of time before we saw it.  It then called again, this time from behind us, 

it had somehow managed to circle us but this time it was only about 10 meters away but the call came from thick 

undergrowth and we just couldn’t see it.  It then started to move away from us and although it would respond 

occasionally it was always distant and had no intention of coming any closer.  We continued along the trail and 

as we entered some excellent primary forest the trail started to descend.  Birding was hard going and although 

there were a lot of birds singing, very little was seen.  We occasionally played the Pitta-like call of the pecker and 

a couple of times we received a distant response but the bird did not come in.  As what bird activity there was 

started to die down, we retraced our steps and returned to the car as we wanted to try for Limestone Leaf 

Warbler.  James Eaton had suggested we had a better chance further east so we decided to head that way 

however we misread his email and instead of driving to about KM60 and trying from there, only some 12km 

away, we thought it read drive for about 60km which we did and eventually ended up at the Laos-Vietnam border 

some 80km away.  Once in the border area we birded from the road but it was early afternoon and hot and the 

good forest was not that close to the road.  We came across some bird trappers with three Rufous-cheeked 

Laughingthrushes in a cage, which were the only bird hunters we encountered on the trip.  We spent about three 

hours working the road and looking for trails into the forest but birding was hard going and in the end we gave up 

as we wanted to try KM48.5 again, however by the time we got there it was almost dark.  We decided to give the 

temple trail another go in the hope of hearing some owls but we had the same level of success as the previous 

night.  At dinner we rechecked the emails with the directions from James and the mistake was realised much to 

our collective embarrassment.  

 

Monday 22nd October 

Learnt from yesterday’s mistake, ordered a packed breakfast and set off from the resort at 5am and were 

heading up the weather station trail just as it was getting light.  Once at the top of the ridge we tried the pecker, 

but nothing.  We continued on and headed down to the dry valley floor and although there was again quite a bit 

of bird song, we were finding it very hard to see a single bird though we did hear an Eared Pitta call twice.  We 

didn’t stray far from the end of the trail as there was no real obvious trail to follow and we didn’t want to get lost.  

After a while we gave up as Jocko was due to leave at 1.30pm and he wanted another shot at the Leaf Warbler 

this time in the correct location.  It was a slow slog back up to the weather station and then down to the car.  We 
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headed off east and stopped first at about KM68 where some karsts came close to the road but they were still a 

little way away and the chances of hearing a singing warbler were remote.  We carried on until we came to a pull 

in sign posted to Mangkone Cave just past KM78 where the forest-covered karsts were adjacent to the road and 

within minutes we heard a Limestone Leaf Warbler singing and it soon came in very close much to the delight of 

the boys with the big lenses.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By now the car that was taking Jocko back to Vientiane had arrived, so we said our goodbyes and now there 

were two.  We returned to KM48.5 and again headed up the weather station trail hoping for better luck in the late 

afternoon but the best we could do was a single distant call.  An Oriental Hobby was the only consolation. 
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We left as it was starting to get dark and by the time we reached the car it was dark, we were exhausted and so 

decided to give owling a miss and headed home for an early bath. 

 

Tuesday 23rd October 

Up and ready to leave by 4am, well I was, Chris was up an hour earlier having set his alarm wrong.  We headed 

to the temple trail but like the previous evening there was not a hoot, squawk or screech.  Returned to the car 

and tried the wide trail at KM44.3 where at least we heard a distant Mountain Scops Owl and a Collard Owlet.  

As it was getting light, the area become quite birdy but as appears to be the norm the birds kept well hidden.  We 

carried on along the road and walked the trail at KM48.2 where we had seen the Pale-headed woodpecker two 

days before but today nothing, a trend was beginning to form.  We drove up to the start of the weather station 

trail at KM48 where we had our packed breakfast whilst playing the Eared Pitta tape but no response though it 

was quite windy.  Today was our final attempt at getting a view of the Red-collared Pecker but as we trudged up 

the trail I don’t think deep down we were very hopeful.  We had decided today to only play the tape in the open 

forest just past the weather station as the trail started to descend.  This we did but we had no response at all.  

We continued on and reached the end of the trail at the valley floor and from here we explored two less 

well-defined trails, one contouring the slope and one leading down by a dry riverbed, both trails extended for 

about 500m before becoming very obscure.  It was very quiet and we decided to call it quits and head back up to 

the weather station and back the car.  On the way back to the resort we called in briefly at KM44.3 and the 

temple trail but we saw nothing at either.  At the resort we had an early lunch, packed and then set off on the 

long drive back to Vientiane, stopping at KM35 for a final look at the bulbuls which could be seen high on a tree 

covered karst.  A brief stop en route produced a flock of about fifty Nepal House Martins.  

 

 

 

 

 

It 

was dark by the time we reached the city and a brief detour to the Temple was made before Mr Souk dropped us 

off at the airport.  By now the lack of sleep was taking its toll on Chris and he was feeling very unwell, old age is 

catching up.  The flight was on time and we were soon in Bangkok and in a taxi to a hotel ten minutes from the 

airport.  Instead of a big night out in town celebrating it was a quiet night in recovering.  Not the norm for a night 

in Bangkok.  

 

Wednesday 24th October  

Caught the 8am flight to Hong Kong and we were both in work just after lunch.  

 

Systematic List 

 

Chinese Pond-Heron Ardeola bacchus 

A total of two en route to Na Hin 20th October 
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Shikra Accipiter badius 

One seen daily over the weather station 21st and 22nd October 

 

Black Eagle Ictinaetus malayensis 

One over the weather station 22nd October 

 

Black Baza Aviceda leupbotes 

One over the weather station trail 21st October 

 

Black Kite Milvus migrams 

One KM128 21st October 

 

Oriental Hobby Falco severus 

One weather station 21st and 22nd October 

 

Spotted Dove  Streptopelia chinensis 

One en route to Na Hin 20th October 

 

Emerald Dove Chalcophaps indica 

Seen daily mainly on the weather station trail with a maximum daily count of four 

 

Green-billed Malkoha Phaenicophaeus tristis 

One weather trail 20th October and one KM35 23rd October 

 

Greater Coucal Centropus sinensis 

One en route to Na Hin 20th October 

 

Lesser Coucal Centropus bengalensis 

One at the start of the weather station trail 20th October 

 

Mountain Scops Owl Otus spilocephalus 

Heard temple trail and KM44.3 but distantly 

 

Collared Owlet Glaucidium brodiei 

Singles heard calling during the day 22nd and 23rd October 

 

Asian Barred Owlet Glaucidium cuculoides 

Up to two heard calling daily during the day 

 

Oriental Bay Owl Phodilus badius 

One heard calling close to the trail at KM44.3 about 1km from the start.  Although it responded it did not come in 

but kept a safe distance. 

 

Fork-tailed Swift Apus pacificus 

Fifteen between Na Hin and the border 21st October 
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Common Kingfisher Alcedo atthis 

One seen and one heard between Na Hin and the border 21st and 22nd October 

 

White-throated Kingfisher Halcyon Smyrnensis 

One en route to Ha Hin 20th October 

 

Green-eared Barbet Megalaima faiostricta 

One weather station trail 23rd October 

 

Moustached Barbet Megalaima incognita 

Two 20th KM35 and two 21st October KM48 

 

Blue-eared Barbet Megalaima australis 

One seen and one heard KM35 on 20th October  

 

Ashy Wood Swallow Artamus fusus 

Eight over the weather station trail 21st October 

 

White-browed Piculet Sasia ochracea 

One weather station trail 21st and 23rd October 

 

Red-collared Woodpecker Picus rabieri 

One heard calling a number of times at the weather station 21st October.  One heard calling once weather 

station 22nd October.  All calls heard were the Pitta-like ones  

  

Pale-headed Woodpecker Gecinulus grantia 

One came into playback about 1km along the trail at Km48.2 but was very elusive and only seen in flight 

  

Long-tailed Broadbill Psarisomus dalhousiae 

One heard along the weather station trail 21st October 

 

Eared Pitta Pitta phayrei 

One heard at the start of the weather station trail 20th October.  One heard at the end of the trail 21st October 

 

Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica 

One en route to Vientiane 23rd October 

 

Nepal House Martin Delichon nipalense 

Fifty over the karsts 2rd October 

 

Olive-backed Pipit Anthus hodgsoni 

Two at KM128 20th October 

 

Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea 

Six KM28 20th October and two KM78 22nd October 

 

Brown-rumped Minivet Pericrocotus cantonensis 
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One in a bird wave KM128 20th October 

 

Ashy Minivet Pericrocotus divaricatus 

One weather station trail 22nd and 23rd October  

 

Scarlet Minivet  Pericrocotus flammeus 

One weather station trail 22nd October 

 

Grey-chinned Minivet Pericrocotus solaris 

One KM128 21st October 

 

Chestnut-headed Bee-eater Merops leschenaulti 

Five weather station trail 22nd October 

 

Black-crested Bulbul Pycnonotus melanicterus 

Commonest in the dry karst area where up to twenty seen daily 

 

Red-whiskered Bulbul Pycnonotus jocosus 

Four KM 128 

 

Stripe-throated Bulbul Pycnonotus finlaysoni 

Two KM68 22nd October and two weather station trail 23rd October 

  

Puff-throated Bulbul  Alophoixus pallidus 

Seen almost daily with up to six seen near KM128 being the highest daily count 

 

Grey-eyed Bulbul Lole propinqua 

Two weather station trail 23rd October 

 

Bare-faced Bulbul Pycnonotus Hualon 

Up to eight at KM35 20th October and two at the same location 23rd October 
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Ashy Bulbul Hemixos flavala 

Three KM128 21st October  

 

Blue-winged Leafbird Chloropsis cochinchinensis 

Four on 22nd and two on the weather station trail 23rd October 

 

Orange-bellied Leafbird Chloropsis hardwickii 

Four KM128 21st October 

 

Blue Rock Thrush Monticola solitarius 

Two on top of the karsts KM35 20th October and one at the same location 23rd October 

 

Yellow-browed Warbler Phylloscopus inornatus 

Good numbers heard daily in all locations  

 

Eastern Crowned Warbler Phylloscopus coronatus 

One weather station trail 22nd October 

 

Limestone Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus calciatilis 

One seen and one heard KM78 
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Yellow-bellied Warbler Abroscopus superciliaris 

Two 21st and one 22nd October along the weather station trail 

 

Hill Blue-Flycatcher Cyornis banyumas 

Heard or seen daily with up to six in the forest beyond the weather station 

 

Asian Brown Flycatcher Muscicapa dauurica 

One weather station trail 21st October 

 

Sooty Flycatcher Muscicapa  infuscata 

One weather station trail 22nd October 
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Grey-headed Flycatcher Culicicapa ceylonensis 

One weather station trail 21st October 

 

Siberian Stonechat Saxicola maurus 

One KM68 22nd October and a total of 15 in and around the resort 23rd October 

 

Grey Bushchat Saxicola ferreus 

UP to three seen daily  

 

Black-naped Monarch Hypothymis azurea 

Singles on the weather station trail 21st and 23rd October 

 

White-crested Laughingthrush Garrulax leucolophus 

Small party heard weather station trail 22nd October 

 

Rufous-cheeked Laughingthrush 

KM128, two Laughingthrush seen in deep cover were thought to be this species as earlier we had seen a hunter 

with three in a cage which he had recently caught  

 

Buff-breasted Babbler Pellorneum tickelli 

Up to three seen or heard daily 

 

Sooty Babbler Stachyris herberti 

A party of 20 seen in a gully between KM35 and KM36 20th October 

 

Grey-throated Babbler Stachyris nigriceps 

Two KM48 21st October 
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Striped Tit-Babbler Macronous gularis 

Seen daily in all locations with a maximum of five at KM35 on 20th October 

 

Rufus-capped Babbler Stacbyris ruficeps 

At least five heard KM128 21st October 

  

White-bellied Yuhina Yuhina zantholeuca 

Two KM35 20th October 

 

Sultan Tit Melanochlora sultanea 

One KM128 21st October 

 

Ruby-cheeked Sunbird Chalcoparia singalensis 

Four 22nd and 23rd October weather station trail  

 

Purple-naped Sunbird Hypogramma hypogrammicum 

One at the end of the weather station trail 21st October 

 

Black-throated Sunbird Aethopyga saturate 

Two weather station trail 23rd October 

 

Little Spiderhunter Arachnothera longirostra 

One weather station trail 22nd October 

 

Yellow-vented Flowerpecker Dicaeum chrysorrheum 

One weather station trail 23rd October 

 

Plain Flowerpecker Dicaeum concolor 

One weather station trail 23rd October 

 

Black-naped Oriole Oriolus chinensis 

One weather station trail 23rd October 

 

Brown Shrike  Lanius  cristatus 

Singles seen daily 

 

Long-tailed Shrike Lanius schach 

Singles seen almost daily in the open country side areas 

 

Black Drongo Dicrurus macrocercus 

One en route to KM78 22nd October 

 

Ashy Drongo Dicrurus leucophaeus 

Up to two seen daily 

 

Lesser Racket-tailed Drongo Dicrurus remifer 
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One KM44.3 trail 23rd October 

 

Hair-crested Drongo  Dicrurus hottentottus 

Four 20th October KM35 area and one 23rd October KM44.3 trail 

 

Large-billed Crow Corvus macrorhynchos 

Two en route to KM128 21st October 

 

Common Hill Myna Gracula religiosa 

Up to twenty recorded daily 

 

White-rumped Munia Lonchura striata 

Six KM68 22nd October 

   

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


