
Brazil: Emas national park, Pantanal and Cristalino Lodge - June 27-July 15, 2006 
Report by Sjef Öllers 

 

Introduction  
This trip was the first serious introduction to the Neotropics and its widllife for me and my partner. We had 

done several extended trekking trips in Argentina and Chile in the past, where we did look out for wildlife 

as well, but hiking was the main goal then. This time seeing wildlife was the main focus of the trip. We 

decided to visit three different areas: the cerrado of Emas national park, the inevitable Pantanal wetland, 

and rainforest at the Cristalino Jungle Lodge. 

 

Itinerary  
Day 1, June 27 :  Flight from Amsterdam to Sao Paolo ï connecting flight to Cuiaba 

Day 2, June 28 :  Transfer to Emas national park 

Day 3, June 29 :  Emas national park 

Day 4, June 30 :  Emas national park 

Day 5, July 01 :  Emas national park 

Day 6, July 02 :  Return to Cuiaba ï overnight Cuiaba  

Day 7, July 03 :  Transfer to Pantanal ï Pouso Alegre 

Day 8, July 04 :  Pantanal ï Pouso Alegre 

Day 9, July 05 :  Pantanal ï Pousada Jaguar 

Day 10, July 06 : Pantanal ï Fazenda Santa Tereza 

Day 11, July 07 : Pantanal ï Fazenda Santa Tereza 

Day 12, July 08 : Morning in the Pantanal ï transfer to Cuiaba ï night bus to Alta Floresta 

Day 13, July 09 : Arrival at Alta Floresta ï transfer to Cristalino jungle lodge  

Day 14, July 10 : Cristalino jungle lodge 

Day 15, July 11 : Cristalino jungle lodge 

Day 16, July 12 : Cristalino jungle lodge 

Day 17, July 13 : Morning at CJL - afternoon at Floresta Amazonica Hotel 

Day 18, July 14 : Morning at FAH ï transfer to airport ïflight to Cuiaba  

Day 19, July 15 : Flight to Sao Paolo and connecting flight back to Amsterdam  

 

 

 
 

 

Travel Arrangements 
We flew directly from Amsterdam to Sao Paolo with KLM. At the international airport Guaralhos we had 

to take a bus to the domestic airport Congonhas for our flight to Cuiaba. There is a well-organized bus 

service between both airports. The bus trip between both airports usually takes about 35-60 min. depending 

on traffic conditions. However, try to arrive as early as possible at Congonhas; the airport can be quite 



chaotic and departure times and gates seem rather flexible. Local flights from Sao Paolo to Cuiaba were 

luckily booked with TAM as Varig had just gone bankrupt around the end of June. 

 

For Emas national park we contacted the Pantanal Bird Club through their website: 

http://pantanalbirdclub.org/. At the time, they were the only company that I could find that had a serious 

track record for this remote national park on the border of Mato Grosso and Goias. They are located in 

Cuiaba. Theoretically it is possible to visit the park by yourself. But you would still need a permit to visit 

the park. Obtaining the permit could be time-consuming and you need to speak Portuguese. Going with a 

tour operator probably saves you a lot of hassle and possibly allows you to visit areas in the park that you 

would not get access to if you were visiting the park by yourself. 

 

For the Pantanal visit we contacted Natureco (www.natureco.com.br), which is also located in Cuiaba. They 

can arrange all kinds of tailor-made trips around Cuiaba including Pantanal, Chapada de Guimaraes, Serra 

de Araras and more or less nearby Amazonian destinations such as Cristalino, Villa Belha, etc. 

 

Cristalino jungle lodge and the Floresta Amazonica Hotel were booked directly with the booking office of 

the lodge (http://www.cristalinolodge.com.br/). We also booked the night bus from Cuiaba to Alta Floresta 

and the flight back to Cuiaba with Trip Airlines though Cristalino.  

 

Booking and payment with these tour operators/lodges was straightforward and easy. For more comments 

on the tour operators see also the daily log and in the accommodation section below. 

 

 

 
 

 

Accommodation 
 

Fazenda Santa Amelia (near Emas national park): nice place with pastures, remnant forest patches, and 

shady trees directly around the lodge: birdwatching is good. Friendly owners. Food was simple, but well-

prepared and tasty. Rooms were large, clean and practical. Overall, a very pleasant place to stay. The only 

disadvantage is that it is a 45 min drive to the closest park entrance, which results in long days and a lot of 

driving. On the plus side, mammals and other widlife can turn up at the ranch and on the way to the park.  

 

Pousada Alegre (Pantanal): beautiful setting in birdy surroundings. The rooms are simple, but practical and 

absolutely fine. Everything you need is there. The lodge runs several conservation projects (particulary, but 

not exclusively for hyacinth macaws). The lodge has various walking trails that are excellent for birding, 

but commoner Pantanal mammals can be seen as well. Good birding from the veranda and lodge grounds 

http://pantanalbirdclub.org/
http://www.natureco.com.br/
http://www.cristalinolodge.com.br/


itself as well (hyacinth macaws in the trees in front of the rooms). Night drives can be productive for both 

mammals and birds. Recommended. 

 

Pousada Jaguar (Pantanal): Our room with a disproportionately large bathroom was fine, but the plumbing 

of the water tap in our bathroom was funny: every time we would wash our hands, we had a minor flooding 

in the bathroom. A nuisance, however, was the extremely noisy generator. Luckily they turn it off around 

11-11.30 pm, although this is still rather late if you want to get up at 4-4.30 am. The lodge is situated 

directly next to the Transpantaneira (traffic wonôt bother you here, because there is hardly any). Food was 

very good. If they would do something about the generator noise, I would revisit this place and stay much 

longer. The lodge has at least two trails for walking/birdwatching, but most people seem to focus on game 

drives trying to find felines or other mammals. In the dining room there is an interesting chalk board 

showing the monthly sightings for the most spectacular mammals in the area. Of the felines, jaguar and 

ocelot were seen most often in the last few months before our visit (4-5 times each month on average). 

Anyway, if one would stay here 3-4 nights one is almost guaranteed to have several good mammal 

sightings. Good birding around the lodge in the morning and evening. 

 

Fazenda Santa Tereza (Pantanal): Good location along the Pixaim river. Rooms and food were good. Good 

birding directly from the veranda. Just like the other ones, this lodge has also a few trails that are excellent 

for birds and mammals. Friendly staff and Dindao is an excellent boatman/guide. Night drives for mammals 

were less productive when we were there, but I donôt see why you shouldnôt get good sightings here. 

 

Cristalino Jungle Lodge and Floresta Amazonica Hotel: Our stay at this lodge was a bit disappoiting, which 

we had not expected at all considering its excellent reputation. When we arrived, it turned out that there was 

no bird guide available for us at Cristalino Jungle Lodge despite the fact that our confirmed booking clearly 

stated that we would get a private customized birding program with an English-speaking guide. When we 

arrived at their main office at the Floresta Amazonica Hotel, they offered us some messy alternatives, all 

equally ill-conceived. Slightly annoyed, we decided to go up to the lodge and see how the situation would 

be over there.When we arrived there, we heard that our appointed non-birder Brazilian guide was not 

available. He would be available the next day, but a bit later we were informed that he would not be 

available anymore at all the day after that. Then we were told that our birding trip had been changed into a 

kind of ecotourism trip with birding included where it would fit the schedule of the guides. It was obvious 

that they simply had not bothered to make any arrangements for us. At the time there basically were only 

two English speaking guides, a young American couple who worked there as volunteers. He was an 

excellent bird guide, but had already been assigned to two American couples. She had to deal with the other 

clients. Her main interests were butterflies and insects, although her wildlife knowledge in general was 

actually very good (but it seemed that her heart was more with the "bugs" and a bit less with birds and 

mammals). Unsurprisingly, there were more clients than guides. Tailor-made packages obviously is a 

service that the lodge cannot deliver in high season. Apart from that, the lodge itself is excellent: the food is 

very good, most of the lodge staff and both volunteer guides were very friendly and helpful, both the 

standard and VIP rooms are excellent and the infrastructure with many trails is outstanding. So, I donôt 

want to bash this lodge, but it would be wise to check with Cristalino beforehand whether you are actually 

going to get the program you have booked and paid for.  

Floresta Amazonica Hotel is an upmarket hotel with nice rooms and good food, but less creative dishes than 

at Cristalino. Directly behind the hotel grounds there is a remant patch of rainforest with a few walking 

trails. Behind the swimming pool, there is a football pitch bordering the forest. Birding the forest edge from 

here is excellent as you can see many forest birds and scan the sky for raptors. Mammals (in particular 

agoutis and monkeys) are also often seen at the forest edge in the morning and evening. 

 



Daily Log  
 

Day 1, June 27 : Flight Amsterdam Sao Paolo ï connecting flight to Cuiaba 

 

We arrived in Sao Paolo around sunset. From the international airport Guaralhos we took the airport bus to 

the domestic airport Congonhas, where there was total chaos because Varig had just gone bankrupt. We 

were glad to have a TAM flight to Cuiaba. After a chaotic check-in, all passengers were transported by bus 

from the gate to the airplane. When passengers started boarding the plane, TAM realized that this was not 

the right airplane. Ouch! Back in the bus, transfer to a new gate and onwards to the correct airplane. Upon 

arrival in Cuiaba it was comforting to see that the luggage had actually been loaded onto the correct 

airplane. We were picked up at the airport by our guide Braulio Carlos from Pantanal Bird Club. The night 

was spent at Diplomata Hotel: good breakfast, but noisy (loud airconditioning, busy nightlife and heavy 

traffic thoughout the night). It is an adequate hotel if arriving late as we did. Otherwise I would suggest 

taking a hotel in downtown Cuiaba. 

  

Day 2, June 28 : Transfer to Emas national park 

 

Next day we were picked up timely by Braulio and our driver Laugio (I hope that it is the correct spelling) 

in a spacious mini-bus. The transfer to Emas is long: about 10-11 hours of near non-stop driving with a 

short stop for lunch, a few pee stops and a bit of birding. When leaving Cuiaba for Emas, one passes after 

an hour of driving through a hilly area with degraded remnants of the original vegetation. Most of the 

cerrado here has been converted to open grassland for cattle ranching. These areas still hold common open 

country birds. Shortly before Rondonopolis there is a miniature, but quite spectacular stretch of tablelands 

that jut out of the otherwise flat landscape. This place is good for birdwatching. We checked this place for 

birds on the day of our return. 

 

After Rondonopolis the countryside becomes shockingly monotonous; this is an area with endless quadrants 

of monocrops (mainly soja, sorghum and cotton). Up to the 1980s a lot of the cerrado vegetation was still 

intact in this area. Within a timespan of 20 years, the cerrado has been nearly completely destroyed by 

unsustainable agricultural methods. Apart from the habitat destruction this land conversion has created few 

(long-term) jobs for the local people. Emas national park is a small, but pristine remnant of cerrado habitat. 

After hours of lifeless monocrop horror, reaching the borders of Emas was a relief. Finally, the wildlife  

started reappearing again: American kestrel, yellow-rumped marshbird, guira cuckoo, many burrowing 

owls and the beautiful streamer-tailed tyrant were roadside birds. Along the park border we saw our first 

Pampas deer. 

 

At the main entrance and ranger station at the southern end of the park, we made a short stop for formalities 

and did some quick birding. Here we saw many chopi blackbirds, barred antshrike, peach-fronted parakeet, 

white-rumped and gray monjita. The first of many red-legged seriemas were seen. Emas national park is 

named after the Greater Rhea (ñemaò in Brazilian Portuguese), which was quite commonly seen inside or 

near the park. 

 

In the late afternoon we drove to our final destination, the Fazenda Santa Amelia, at about 40 min driving 

from the park entrance. The grounds of the ranch themselves can be very birdy. In the afternoon we had a 

first taste: blue-and-yellow macaw, chestnut-eared aracari, turquoise-fronted and peach-fronted parakeet 

were seen among others.  

 

Day 3, June 29: Emas national park (southern sector)  

 

Both for mammal and birdwatching it is essential to be in the park around dawn. Therefore, wake-up time 

was usually between 4 and 4.30 am. After a quick breakfast we headed off and spotlighted along the park 

borders. Our first spotlighting morning proved to be very productive with two single tapirs foraging on the 

agricultural fields adjacent to the park borders. It is bizarre to see these animals in this kind of habitat. A 

spectacular start nevertheless. Shortly before, we had already seen a group of white-lipped peccaries 

crossing the road and many Pampas deer along the park border.  

 

When the sun was up, we started birding on foot near the park entrance: bearded tachuri was unfortunately 

not responding to tape playback. However, we did see among others the following birds: white-vented 

tananger, white-banded tanager, wedge-tailed grass-finch, cock-tailed tyrant, blue-black grassquit, sharp-

tailed grass-finch, plumbeous seed-eater and black-masked finch.  



 

We continued within the park to the Lake of the Capybaras (none were seen). Birding was quite good 

though along the gallery forest: helmeted manakin, toco toucan, white-bellied warbler, rufous-tailed 

jacamar, southern yellowthroat, purplethroated euphonia, sooty tyrannulet, burnished-buff tanager, blue-

black grassquit and narrow-billed woodcreeper were seen among others. Within the park yellow-faced 

amazon, turquoise-fronted amazon and peach-fronted parakeet were regularly seen.  

 

 
 

We returned back to our lodge for lunch. After lunch we made a short walk around the lodge grounds: in 

the grassy area in front of the lodge we found no less than 14 burrowing owls with a single scan across the 

field. Other species seen were red-legged seriema, lineated woodpecker and streaked flycatcher. A large 

eagle was seen from the edge of the forest remnant on the lodge grounds, but it could not be identified with 

certainty (possibly a juvenile crowned solitary eagle, see discussion in the trip list). 

 

In the afternoon we went back to the park. Right at the park border we spotted our first maned wolf! What a 

spectacular and graceful animal. Definitely one of the best sightings of the whole trip. 

 

In the park we drove to a watchtower with beautiful views over a mosaic of scrubby vegetation, open 

grassland and lush gallery forest along the river. From the watchtower Braulio found a laughing falcon with 

his scope, unfortunately the only sighting during the trip. Red-shouldered macaws and tame curl-crested 

jays were other good sightings. The long spotlighting trip in the park was slow in the beginning. Best bird, 

however, was the highly localized and very rare white-winged nightjar, which was seen hovering over the 

cerrado. Surprisingly, relatively few nighjars were seen. About halfway the drive we saw a single Pampas 

deer. Towards the end of the night drive, there were several spectacular sightings: the endemic hoary fox 

and our first common potoo were excellent, but a giant anteater carrying a baby on his back was 

unforgettable.  

 

Day 4, June 30: Emas national park (northern and central sector)  

 

Today we would make a very long drive through the park from south to north and back, a round trip of 

about 200 km. At the lodge ferruginous pygmy-owl was heard and barn owl was seen in the very early 

morning. The spotlighting drive to the park did not yield any noteworthy sightings. 

 

Shortly after the sun was up, we saw again a maned wolf. Most likely, it was the same animal that we saw 

yesterday afternoon as it was not that far from where we saw the wolf yesterday. This sighting was even 

better, allowing us to take pictures and prolonged viewing. Brilliant! From the southern entrance we drove a 

few kilometers north to the park head office where we saw a pair of bare-faced currasows with one chick on 

the lawn next to the buildings. A bit further we made a first stop for some birding on foot. We saw many of 



the species of the day before again. New species were pale-breasted spinetail, whistling heron and 

aplomado falcon. Many yellowfaced amazons, an Emas specialty, were seen today. 

 

 
 

Mid-morning we reached the northeastern park entrance and continued for some 20 min to reach the largest 

piece of semi-deciduous dry forest (cerradao forest) within the park. It is beautiful forest with an excellent 

trail leading through it. It takes about 2 hours to complete the trail at birding speed. This forest held a lot of 

good birds, but many were quite high up in the canopy. Birds seen included female large-billed antwren, 

blue dacnis, southern antpipit, grey-headed tanager, flavescent warbler, yellow-olive flatbill, pale-bellied 

tyrant-manakin, helmeted manakin, a male burnished-buff tanager, a pair of rusty-backed antwrens and 

Planalto tyrannulet. 

 

After a lunch break at the park rangersôs office at the northeastern entry, we left the park and drove along 

the northern park border to the ranger station in the northwest. This paved road yielded several excellent 

sightings: red-winged tinamou by the side of the road and a rather suicidal spotted nothura sitting in the 

middle of the road. We also saw our first vermillion flycatcher, a fairly common, but beautiful bird. 

Arriving at the gate of the ranger station, we found the gate closed and the ranger not at home. We drove all 

the way back and re-entered the park again in the northeast. We took the unpaved road inside the park 

directly parallel to the park fence and the paved road. Apart from hundreds of grassland sparrows and many 

blackthroated saltators, relatively few birds were seen. However, we received major compensation by 

seeing shortly after each other a tropical rattlesnake and more exciting an urutu (cross pit-viper). Both 

snakes were sunning themselves on the road, but fled into the scrub when approached. Braulio and Laugio 

managed to direct these poisonous snakes out of the grass with help of the tripod. Quite spectacular to see 

them at work. Once out in the open, both snakes freezed and good pictures could be taken. Both snakes are 

very beautiful with fantastic cryptic coloration. Definitely an unexpected highlight!  

 

 



 

We continued to the outer western reaches of the park, where we found a short-eared owl resting on a 

termite mount in glorious evening light. A rather uncommon bird here and an excellent sighting. Close by 

we also found a large flock of grassland yellow-finches, migrants that had just arrived according to Braulio. 

 

During our drive through the park we realized that Emas national park requires patience and perserverance: 

the mammal and bird densities at first glance appear to be very low, especially from 10am to 4pm. Maybe 

even more so than in other places, all ñactionò takes place at night and around dusk/dawn. On the plus side, 

many of the mammals in the park are spectacular and/or rare. Almost any mammal you will see is special. 

In addition, there are a large number of bird specialties, some of which are hard or near-impossible to find 

elsewhere. 

 

Light was now fading and we were slightly disappointed that we had not found a giant anteater in daylight 

(this day was the most likely day to see them out in the open in daylight in the park, but it was not to be). 

The spotlight was turned on around sunset, but for a long time absolutely nothing happened (apart from 

many burrowing owls standing on the road). Not even a nightjar was seen. Suddenly, all hell broke loose 

when Braulio sighted a giant armadillo digging at the edge of the road. We raced forward and a bit later we 

were standing within 1 meter of one of the rarest mammals on the continent. Unfortunately, the armadillo 

had just started digging and his head and front claws were no longer visible, so we could only see about 3/4 

of the animal. It is a spectacular animal built like an armoured tank with giant claws. Laugio and a park 

ranger who had joined us tried to entice the armadillo to turn around, but the animal just kept digging. 

Within a few minutes the armadillo had made a burrow going at least 1 meter deep into the ground. There 

was no way we could get this animal out of the burrow. We kept on looking at the incredible digging speed 

of the armadillo. At one point, it slightly turned around within the burrow allowing for a view from the side, 

but frustratingly I could only glimpse the back of its head, but I could not see his eyes or snout. Maybe not 

a perfect sighting, but it was unbelievable to see the animal in full digging action. A bit further on we saw 

our first couple of crab-eating foxes. 

 

Day 5, July 01: Emas national park : Cone-billed tanager site  

 

Today we visited the site of the recently rediscovered and very rare cone-billed tanager. Emas national park 

was at the time the only known site for this bird (at least one more site has now been found). Around dawn 

we arrived at the site: in the beginning things were very quiet birdwise, but after an hour various birds 

started responding to tape playback. Blue dacnis, yellow-bellied elaenia, olivaceous woodcreeper, rufous 

casiornis and glittering-throated emerald were some of the birds seen. Like many tanagers, the cone-billed 

tanager often travels in mixed flocks. But by 9.30 am all the usual flock members had shown up, but not the 

tanager. Braulio decided to try again in the afternoon. On our drive back, we saw a six-banded armadillo 

run away and disappear in a burrow that was half-finished. Again we were looking at the backside of a 

digging armadillo. Frustrating. On the way back to the lodge we also made a stop at a small lake/wetland 

created by a small dam. Best birds were pied-billed grebe, little grebe, yellow-chinned spinetail and whiteï

headed marsh tyrant. A few capybaras were seen as well. 

 

Around 4 pm we were back at the tanager site. Endless playbacks of the tanagerôs calls could not entice the 

bird to appear. We had also tried several spots further on along the marshy forest, but to no avail. So, we 

decided to give it another try tomorrow morning before going back to Cuiaba. Nevertheless, many birds 

were seen today including helmeted manakin, burnished-buff tanager, fawn-breasted tanager, southern 

yellowthroat, white-rimmed warbler, white-bellied warbler, rusty-backed spinetail, red-shouldered macaw, 

toco toucan and pale-bellied thrush.  

 

Day 6, July 02 : Return to Cuiaba ï overnight Cuiaba  

 

At sunset we were back again at the tanager site. A single collared peccary was seen at park border. Quite 

quickly, the mixed flock, in which the tanager usually is seen, started to appear. A glimmer of hope came 

back. But around 10 am we still had not seen or heard anything resembling the ñphantom tanagerò. We 

decided to give up, because we still had to go back a long way. Of course, there was some disappointment 

about missing the tanager, but with maned wolf, two tapirs, giant armadillo, giant anteater and a good 

amount of Emas bird specialties in the bag, it would be silly to complain. 

 

During the drive back to Cuiaba we stopped at the tablelands near Rondonopolis. This proved to be an 

excellent birding spot. Biggest attraction was the presence of at least 5 horned screamers. Other trip ticks 



were white-lined tanager, grey hawk, red-and-green macaw, blue-winged parrotlet, double-collared 

seedeater and Brazilian duck. In the early evening we arrived in Cuiaba and were dropped off at Hotel Los 

Angeles opposite the bus station. The hotel is cheap, acceptably clean, but completely lacking in character. 

We said goodbye to Braulio and Laugio and thanked them for a wonderful trip. 

 

Day 7, July 03: Transfer to Pantanal ï Pouso Alegre 

 

Next morning we were picked up by Markus and Munir from Natureco. I had made all the arrangements 

with Munir, the manager of Natureco. So it was nice to see that Munir had come along to have a quick chat. 

Markus would be our guide for the trip. Within a few minutes we were on our way to the Pantanal. 

 

Right after Poconé, the bird density started to increase exponentially. Some 10 km after Poconé, there is the 

entrance to the Transpantaneira. Even within a few kilometers, we had already ticked off all stork species, a 

good selection of herons and ibisses, limpkin and unimaginable numbers of snail kites. Good birds kept on 

coming: sunbittern, southern screamer, green ibis, and the beautiful scarlet-headed blackird.  

 

 
 

We checked in at Pouso Alegre, a lovely place with varied surroundings, excellent for birding. Around the 

lodge is grassland, open woodland, small pools, bushes and a few large shallow lagoons that were bursting 

with caimans, capybaras and many water birds. Some 300 meter from the lodge, there was a big lagoon 

with countless great white egret and snowy egret. In addition, roseate spoonbill, jabiru, maguari stork, 

rufescent tiger heron, limpkin, striated heron, black-collared hawk and large-billed tern were seen flying in 

and out to feed. In the adjacent trees and vegetation there were roosting wood storks and black-crowned 

night herons. Around dusk, nacunda nighthawks would show up hawking over the lagoon. Hyacinth 

macaws can be seen from the veranda of the lodge at almost any time of the day. However, larger 

gatherings of 10-15 of the macaws were only seen in the morning. 

 

Day 8, July 04: Pantanal ï Pouso Alegre 

 

We made a dawn walk exploring the area around the lodge. A sunbittern showing its spectacular wing 

pattern was seen on the edge of a pool close to the lodge. Other new birds were red-billed scythebill, 

orange-backed troupial, black-crowned tityra and an adult great black hawk. A nest of a rufescent tiger-

heron in an open tree at eye level next to the road was seen about 250 meters from the lodge. The adult and 

two juveniles (still in down) were all three holding their heads up trying to look like branches (similar to 

bitterns). Amazing sight. A small group of black-striped tufted capuchin monkeys was feeding in a tree 

behind the lodge. Many capybaras were seen in the wetland near the lodge and on the Transpananeira. 

 


