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Paraguay Mammal- and Birdwatching Trip  ï October 2009 
Report by Sjef Öllers 

 

Introduction  

After amazing encounters with the big cats in Asia and Africa, I was looking into destinations that would give 

me a chance of seeing puma or jaguar and preferably both. The Brazilian Pantanal is currently one of the best 

places to see jaguars, but puma sightings in the Pantanal seem to be rare. Some additional searching on the 

Internet finally led me to the website of Fauna Paraguay (http://www.faunaparaguay.com). On their website I 

found several trip reports that proved that jaguar and puma sightings during a single trip are not impossible, 

although seeing either one of them is by no means easy or guarantueed. However, with good chances of seeing 

several armadillo species, three peccary species including Chaco peccary, Chaco mara, plains viscacha and more 

cat species, my mind was soon made up. In addition to the spectacular mammal watching, birdwatching is 

excellent and varied too with over 700 species, of which a good lot are relatively easy to see. 

 

Practicalities 

The major part of the trip was discussed and arranged with Paul Smith of Fauna Paraguay. Due to unforeseen 

job-related issues, my partner could not join me this time, so the trip was set up as a single-person private tour. 

My guide for the trip was Hugo del Cordero Castillo. He has been travelling in the Chaco and other remote parts 

of Paraguay for many years and knows the country very well. His knowledge of the countryôs mammals and 

birds (including calls) is excellent. He is enthusiastic and passionate about the wildlife as well as all-round good 

company. Trips into the remoter parts of the Chaco such as Defensores are mini-expeditions, for which Hugo 

had prepared everything very well: camping gear, food, drinks, spare/emergency equipment, etc. were all taken 

care of. I found Fauna Paraguay a very knowledgable and professional tour operator and recommend them 

without hesitation. Fauna Paraguayôs website contains a wealth of information on the country, and of course in 

particular on the natural world. The website also contains ideas for trips in Paraguay. 

 

Areas visited  
 

Central Chaco 

This area includes a cluster of nature reserves (including a series of seasonal saline lagoons) around the 

Mennonite communities of Loma Plata and Filadelfia. Apart from two of the lagoons, we visited the Tunocojai 

reserve, which usually provides good mammal sightings, and Fortin Toledo, where there is a research project on 

the tagua, the Chacoan peccary. Driving distances are quite large, about 70ï120 km between the various sites, 

but good birds and sometimes mammals are usually also seen en route. The central Chaco is mostly not pristine 

Chaco habitat, but the birdwatching is good and the mammalwatching can be good too, but you have to be lucky 

as mammal densities (especially of the more spectacular species) are significantly lower than in the more remote 

parts. Nevertheless, during our trip several birds and mammals were only seen in this area, so it is definitely 

worth staying here for a few days. 

 

Defensores del Chaco national park  

This remote and large national park in the north(west) is a half to full -day drive (6-9 hours) away from Filadelfia 

depending on the road conditions. Along the park borders there are several ranger stations, some of which can 

accommodate visitors. We stayed at the ranger station in Madrejon in the south-east corner of the park, which 

has the best facilities to receive visitors. One of the houses at the ranger station has three to four sleeping 

quarters: each quarter has several beds and a private bathroom. The kitchen has running water, a few cupboards 

and a dining table. Electricity is available in the evening for a few hours (generator). There are a few short trails 

around the ranger station, which are excellent for birding and we had a few good mammal sightings when we 

were there (see daily accounts below). The water pond directly behind the ranger station also attracts birds and 

mammals. From the Madrejon base we explored the roads bordering the park and drove up the short track within 

the park to Cerro Leon. 

 

Teniente Agripino  Enciso national park  

This national park is located fairly close to the Bolivian border about 750 km northwest from Asuncion along the 

Trans-Chaco Highway. Just like Defensores, the park consists mainly of thorny forest, but it seemed a tad less 

dense than in Defensores. There are no roads in the park and we mainly explored the roads bordering the park, 

the road to Medanos national park and quiet public roads in the wider area. It is not as remote as Defensores, but 

definitely much wilder country than the central Chaco. 

The accommodation setup is quite similar to Defensores, but the facilities are newer and there are hot showers, 

(usually) electricity all day, and a good kitchen with a large fridge. There is a very nice walking trail here as 

http://www.faunaparaguay.com/tours.html
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well. Along the trail are a few small pools and one fairly large waterhole, which attract many mammals 

including puma and tapir if you are lucky. 

 

Medanos del Chaco national park  

To reach this park requires an interesting 1.5-2 hour drive from the ranger station at Enciso towards the Bolivian 

border on increasingly sandy roads. Due to the sandy soil, the landscape is significantly different from Enciso 

being much more open and with different vegetation. Access is through the military base Fortin Nueva 

Asuncion, where you have to register. 

 

Asuncion 

I stayed in hotel Quinta Ykua Sati (QYS) on October 12 and 22. It is in a pleasant residential area on the 

outskirts of Asuncion and about 20 min from the airport by taxi. The park-like garden of the hotel is excellent for 

birdwatching, but mostly common species will be seen. Still, I managed to see almost 30 species on my first 

afternoon there. 

 

Campo Llano 

Campo Llano in southern Paraguay is an area of natural grasslands, and basically an extension of the Agentinian 

pampas. The Ruta 4 to Pilar passes through this area. Apart from the grasslands, there are small wetland areas. 

The area holds a good selection of grassland bird species including the spectacular strange-tailed tyrant. 

Armadillos, small rodent species, and some other mammals are almost certainly present, but we could visit this 

area in daytime only.  

 

 

 
 

 

Ayolas/Yacyreta Island 

The area around Ayolas and Yacyreta island on the Parana river hold an attractive mixture of rainforest, 

grasslands, wetlands, and dwarf palm savanna. It is located in the extreme south of the country on the border 

with Argentina. We visted the grasslands and dwarf palm savanna on Yacyreta island, the road towards the 

Atinguy zoo, the Estero Ñeembucú along the main road and walked sendero Akuti Poôi on Yacyreta island. The 

park-like forest around the hotel in Ayolas has good birding as well. Many spectacular mammal species 

(including marsh deer, maned wolf, tapir, anteaters, and several cat species) live on the island, but they are 

difficult to see, partly as a result of the considerable hunting/poaching pressure, but also because the forest is 

rather dense. 

 

Arrozal San Rafael 

This site is completely unrelated to the proposed San Rafael national park discussed below. It is a rice field water 

reservoir along the Ruta 1 near San Cosme. The reservoir usually turns up a few good species. 

 

San Rafael/Procosara 

Initially, I wanted to visit the Mbaracayu Reserve to try for Atlantic forest species (and in particular bare-

throated bellbird), but the reserve is now closed for tourists for an unkown period of time because all 

accommodation is taken up by researchers/students. Exit bellbird and back to the drawing board: as I had seen 

many cerrado specialties in Das Emas national park in Brazil, I decided that the proposed San Rafael national 

park would be a more interesting alternative than the cerrado of the Laguna Blanca area. 

We stayed at Estancia Nueva Gambach, which also serves as the headquarters of the conservation agency 

Procosara. The estancia is run by Swiss-born Hans and Christina Hostettler. The rainforest that is owned and 



 3 

managed by Procosara should in the future become part of the San Rafael national park. More information on 

Procosara and San Rafael in general can be found here http://procosara.org/en and on the Fauna Paraguay 

website. Ranger and tourist accommodation are also at Estancia Nueva Gambach. It is a lovely place on the edge 

of the rainforest. Nearby is a lake that almost always turns up something interesting. The facilities for tourists are 

simple, but very pleasant and clean. The showers have hot water and there is a well-equipped kitchen. We ate, 

however, with the Hostettler family who prepared excellent meals for us during our stay. 

The mixture of grassland, rainforest, and agricultural fields that surround the estancia ensures you of bird activity 

throughout the day. Around the estancia, there are now four walking trails: sendero Surukuâ Saâ Ju (Trogon 

Trail) starts directly from the estanciaôs garden and passes through rainforest and ends on the access road. For 

sendero Urutaú you have to leave the estanciaôs garden and walk past the lake, where the trail starts at the far end 

of the lake. It more or less skirts around the lake and passes through old-growth and secondary rainforest, and 

fields and an exotic forest plantation. In the rainforest it follows a small stream for a few hundred meters. Two 

new trails are now open to visitors as well: sendero Chachî, which passes through good rainforest with a fairly 

high canopy, and sendero Tuka Pakoba, which circles a lake and mainly passes through swampy terrain with 

lower-canopy forest that is more open.  

 

San Rafael/Kanguery 

The Kanguery area, which also lies within the proposed San Rafael national park borders, is a mosaic of natural 

grasslands and rainforest. The Paraguayan Birdlife partner Guyra owns part of the area and has set up a 

biological station, which contains a ranger post and simple, but nice visitor facilities for about max. 15-20 

people, although you will have the place to yourself most of the time. The station is located on a hilltop with 

spectacular views over the grasslands and rainforest. When we visited, parts of the grasslands had been burned 

three weeks earlier, which may have negatively affected the presence of some bird and mammal species. 

 

 
 

 

Hotel Tirol  

This hotel is a 20-25 min drive from Encarnacion along the Ruta 6. It is easy to reach by taxi and probably also 

by bus. Check out their website: http://www.hoteltirol.com.py/. Prices for the very nice rooms are affordable. It 

is a great place to stay for a few days. Only criticism would be the food, which is a bit plain and unexciting. 

Around the hotel is a series of short trails through the rainforest, which provide a nice introduction to Atlantic 

Rainforest birding. The best birding and most interesting forest parts are on the trails downhill in the valley that 

you overlook from the swimming pool areas. The paved trails behind the accommodation go through secondary 

forest and are typically less birdy, but here I did see eastern slaty thrush (not seen or heard in the older forest). 

The older forest can be entered at the far end of the lower swimming pool or via a track that starts behind the 

accommodations. Follow the track downhill and enter the forest through one of the trails that branch off on the 

left side of the track. 

http://procosara.org/en
http://www.hoteltirol.com.py/
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Itinerary  
 

Oct. 11 Evening departure with TAM flight from Frankfurt to Sao Paolo 

Oct. 12 Morning flight Sao PaoloïAsuncion/afternoon hotel Quinta Ykua Sati  

Oct. 13 Asuncion ï Trans-Chaco Highway ï Loma Plata 

Oct. 14 Central Chaco 

Oct. 15 Transfer to Defensores del Chaco national park 

Oct. 16 Defensores del Chaco national park 

Oct. 17 Defensores del Chaco national park 

Oct. 18 Defensores del Chaco national park 

Oct. 19 Transfer Defensores to Tte. Enciso national park 

Oct. 20 Medanos del Chaco national park 

Oct. 21 Tte. Enciso national park and surroundings 

Oct. 22  Enciso ï Trans-Chaco Highway ï Asuncion 

Oct. 23 Asuncion ï Campo Llano ï Ayolas 

Oct. 24 Ayolas / Yacyreta Island 

Oct. 25 Morning Yacyreta Island ï transfer to San Rafael 

Oct. 26 San RafaelïProcosara 

Oct. 27 San RafaelïProcosara 

Oct. 28 Morning Procosara/afternoon Kanguery grasslands  

Oct. 29 Morning Procosara/afternoon transfer to hotel Tirol  

Oct. 30 hotel Tirol 

Oct. 31 hotel Tirol 

Nov. 1 hotel Tirol 

Nov. 2 Back to Asuncion 

Nov. 3 Flight to Europe 
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Day-to-day Account 
 

 

Oct. 12: Morning flight Sao Paolo ï Asuncion/Quinta Ykua Sati  

 

After two pleasantly uneventful flights I arrived in Asuncion mid-morning. I took a taxi to Quinta Ykua Sati 

(cheaper if you walk outside the terminal towards the main road and flag a taxi down there). At QYS I dropped 

my bags, took a shower and went birding in the gardens. There was still quite some activity around noon. Mostly 

very common birds (saffron finch, rufous hornero, sayaca tanager, red-crested cardinal, tropical kingbird, greater 

kiskadee, etc.) but best were good close-up views of bluewinged parrotlet. After a late lunch and a nap I birded 

the gardens again in the afternoon. In the late afternoon a beautiful male vermillion flycatcher was hawking for 

insects, but little else was seen. 

 

Oct. 13: Asuncion ï Trans-Chaco Highway ï Loma Plata  

 

At 6 am my guide for the trip, Hugo, picked me up and we set off for the Chaco. After a short breakfast stop we 

crossed the Paraguay river and entered the Chaco. Quite quickly the urban areas disappeared and we were 

driving through the palmsavanna habitat of the humid Chaco. A good variety of herons and storks was seen at 

smaller and larger wetlands along the road. A small group of roseate spoonbills were the only ones seen during 

the trip. Migrating flocks of snail kite and plumbeous kite were seen and raptors such as American kestrel, 

roadside hawk, savanna hawk, southern crested caracara and three vulture species were seen regularly. Flocks of 

the pretty Nanday parakeets were often seen crossing the road. We stopped at a few places along the road, 

picking up our first woodpeckers (including white, golden barred, and cream-backed), flycatchers (southern 

scrub-flycatcher, small-billed elaenia, browncrested flycatcher, streaked flycatcher, pearly-vented tody-tyrant), 

and the pretty golden-winged cacique. A stop at a grassland area unfortunately produced no seedeaters. White 

monjitas were ocassionally seen on fence posts. After a few hundred kilometers the landscape slowly transforms: 

the palm trees become less and less common and thorny woodland starts to take over. After some 5-6 hours 

driving we reached Lomo Plata, checked in at the motel, had a nice lunch, and then held a siesta for a few hours.  

 

 
 

Around 4-4.30 pm we started our afternoon drive towards the Tunocojai reserve. Our mammal watching started 

off nicely with a small group of lesser hairy armadillo. Initially, they kept inside the vegetation at the edge of the 

road but eventually several crossed the road and Hugo managed to catch one for closer inspection. It had a quite 

a few ticks and small wounds on it body. 

 

Next we saw Azaraôs fox and a pair of red-legged seriemas. Close to the reserve we saw a giant wasp drag a 

freshly killed tarantula across the road. The light was fading quickly when we reached the reserve and we heard 

and saw our first little nightjars. Mammalwise the spotlighting drive turned up surprisngly little, an overall total 

of six Azaraôs foxes but nothing else. A large animal crashing loudly through the vegetation must have been a 


