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BEST OF UGANDA BIRDING TOUR – SHOEBILL, ALBERTINE 
RIFT ENDEMICS AND GREAT APES 

 

                 GENERAL INFORMATION 
 

  
The prehistoric-looking Shoebill is normally seen well on our Uganda tours.  
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GENERAL 
Uganda, “the Pearl of Africa”, is about the same size as the state of Oregon yet boasts over 1,000 
bird species and Africa’s greatest concentration of primate species! This spectacular faunal 
diversity is partly explained by the dramatic variety of habitats that change constantly (and 
sometimes rapidly) as one drives across the country. On this Ugandan birding tour, we target the 
most important birds and primates that Uganda has to offer. The huge and bizarre Shoebill is 
searched for in Mabamba Swamp and is near-guaranteed. Enough time is spent in the highlands of 
the country where we search for the 20 Albertine (Western) Rift endemics which includes one of 
Africa’s most fabulous turacos, Rwenzori Turaco, and of course the “must-
see” Grauer’s Broadbill. We also then spend time in lowland forest (looking for Green-breasted 
Pitta) and savanna as well as time on boats on rivers and lakes which results in an impressive trip 
list (both birds and mammals).    
 
DAILY ACTIVITIES, PHYSICAL REQUIREMENTS, AND TOUR PACE  
Most of the trip is not very strenuous. However, there are a couple of relatively difficult, but 
optional, walks that take at least half a day, sometimes the whole day. Those folks who are unfit 
(or who prefer just to have more of a vacation) can certainly feel free to opt out of any strenuous 
activities. The lodges are pleasant places to spend the occasional day relaxing, and we have found 
that photographers sometimes get quite good bird pictures by staying behind at the 
accommodations while the others embark on these long walks. Some folks also opt out of pre-
breakfast birding or night owling if they want a less tiring trip. From our experience, a mix of 
hardcore birders and relaxed birding spouses have thoroughly enjoyed this trip to Uganda since it 
is, on most days (except when driving between sites), easy to opt out of activities and to enjoy 
“off” time around the hotels.  
There are a few long, slow drives during the tour that can take half a day or more between sites. 
Road work has been ongoing for several years in Uganda, so do be prepared to travel along the 
unpaved side of the road for many miles at times – this gets dusty.  
Most of the birding on this tour involves birding in forests (at Mgahinga, Bwindi, and Kibale), 
although we do also spend quality time in savanna, wetland and river systems, and other open-
country habitats. Forest birding is typically difficult and often involves looking for birds high up 
in the tree canopy or searching for cryptic and skulking species in the dense undergrowth. This 
means at times forest birding can be frustrating as often somebody in the group may miss species 
however it can also be incredibly rewarding if you are patient and determined and can result in 
some highly prized Albertine Rift endemics added to your life list.  
 
BIRDING AND GREAT APE HIKES 
We undertake several birding hikes and walks on this trip, most of which take us through climax 
highland as well as lowland forest. The birding hike down to Mubwindi Swamp is one of the most 
exciting birding walks of the entire trip, as one often sees a constant stream of Albertine Rift 
endemics, the top one being Grauer’s Broadbill, which is unfortunately right at the bottom around 
the swamp. It is also the most strenuous walk of the trip as it involves hiking at altitude (roughly 
6,400 feet /2,000 meters above sea), covers roughly 10 miles (16 kilometers), round trip, and may 
include some walking off cleared paths. One spends the whole morning slowly walking down 
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(dropping roughly 1,500 feet/500 meters), enjoy our picnic lunch at the swamp and then some 
people struggle, as the entire afternoon is spent walking back up a long hill for several hours! 
Mgahinga Gorilla National Park (near the start of the trip) is also strenuous but usually involves 
walking uphill first, then downhill later. Other birding walks are far less strenuous and are over 
much easier terrain, such as at the Buhoma section of Bwindi Impenetrable Forest and Kibale. If 
you decide you’d prefer to skip any of our planned birding hikes, we will try our best to make 
other plans for more relaxed birding, probably along forest roads. To get the most out of this 
Uganda birding tour however a moderate level of fitness is ideal.  
Gorilla trekking can take 2-14 hours, depending on where the gorilla family is on the day you do 
the trekking (it’s all about luck, or lack thereof!). The gorilla trekking is in a mountainous area, so 
expect to walk up and down a lot.  Most of the time one has to leave the trail completely to get to 
where the gorillas are. This can involve some serious “bush-bashing” through the undergrowth; 
proper hiking boots with good grip are essential. So be prepared, with proper clothing. Snakes and 
forest elephants lurk in the area; this is wild Africa. For those folks who have problems walking, 
if you’re willing to pay at the very least double the price of the gorilla trekking, you can be carried 
on a stretcher to see these great apes! So, if money is less of an issue, even this day does not have 
to be strenuous as the porters will prepare a stretcher for you on the spot. Strictly one hour is spent 
with the gorillas after meeting up with them – this is to keep disturbance to a minimum. 
Chimpanzee trekking in Kibale Forest is usually quite a lot easier, as it is over flatter terrain. Of 
course, it still can involve quite a walk through a hot and humid forest.  
Those opting out of the gorilla and chimp trekking can catch up on rest and “regroup” at the lodge 
or will be taken birding if preferred.  
 
BOAT TRIPS 
There are a few boat trips on this tour. The trip to look for Shoebill at the Mabamba Swamp is in 
small dugout canoes (mokoros). Due to limited space in each canoe, the group splits up into 
different canoes, which, however, stick close together as they travel out onto the water to seek 
Shoebill. Other wildlife-viewing boat trips such as on Lake Mburo are on larger boats where the 
whole group can be accommodated together.  
 
PASSPORT AND VISA 
Most visitors require a tourist visa to visit Uganda, and these must be applied for online (here) 
prior to your visit at a cost of around $50. We can provide you with a letter from a local sponsor, 
which may be required for your application process. We usually recommend starting the visa 
application process a couple of months before the start of the tour. 

Please make sure that you bring a photocopy of your passport with you on the tour, to be kept in a 
different location to your original passport, in case of loss or damage. This can be kept with other 
important documents such as vaccine certificate, emergency contact details, and insurance 
documents. It may also be worthwhile to leave a copy with your tour leader. Your passport should 
be valid for a minimum period of six months from the time you enter Uganda.   
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If you are further unsure of entry requirements from your home country, we suggest checking your 
own governments’ advice and contact their nearest embassies/consulates for up-to-date regulations 
and requirements. 

 
TRAVEL INSURANCE  
As per our standard Terms and Conditions, we strongly suggest (and essentially insist, as tour 
deposits and balance payments are unfortunately non-refundable if you cancel as we spend the 
money in advance to secure services) that you buy trip cancellation insurance to protect yourself 
against accidents, medical issues, illness, repatriation, loss of valuables or luggage, and travel 
interruptions or delays of any kind. 
 
HEALTH AND SAFETY 
Please read the Centers for Disease Control website’s section on Uganda very carefully, noting 
that anti-malarial drugs are required and that a yellow fever vaccination certificate is needed to 
enter the country. Insect repellent and quick-drying long-sleeved shirts are a good idea, not only 
to help prevent mosquito bites but also to protect against other (simply pesky) insects such as biting 
flies.  
Avoid travelers’ diarrhea by never drinking tap water or eating unpeeled fruit or salads. Unlimited 
bottled water is provided free of charge throughout the tour in the vehicles (we purchase this 
inexpensively at grocery stores; bottled water bought at restaurants is not covered and is for your 
account but you are welcome to take water from the vehicles to the rooms when needed although 
many hotels provide free bottled water too).  
In Uganda, large animals such as elephants, hippos, lions, leopards, gorillas, chimpanzees, 
crocodiles and others pose a risk and need to be treated with extreme respect. Small animals such 
as spiders, snakes, etc. can also, of course, pose a safety risk. 
You’ll find the people of Uganda to be extremely friendly and helpful, but (like in most parts of 
the world) crime is possible (especially in the big cities). Always watch your valuables (although 
we certainly have never had any problems on any of our tours to Uganda).  
Steep trails (see for example the part on gorilla trekking above) can also be a hazard.  
 
CURRENCY 
The Ugandan Shilling (see here for exchange rate, etc.) is the currency. You can draw this local 
currency using major credit cards (especially Visa and Mastercard) at ATMs (which can be found 
at the airport and in towns along the way – please do ask the guides a couple of days in advance 
when you need another ATM stop to replenish cash!). Major credit cards can be used for some 
purchases and to buy drinks and get laundry done at some hotels – but a supply of local cash is 
also essential, as some of the accommodations are remote and do not take cards (and neither do 
folks selling gifts and souvenirs along the route). If you prefer not to draw money from an ATM, 
then US dollar (or other major currency to a lesser extent) cash is easily exchanged for local 
currency in Entebbe and we recommend doing this before the start of the tour as it may be difficult 
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in smaller towns. Traveler’s checks are no longer used much, are extremely difficult to cash, and 
are not advised.  
 
WEATHER/CLIMATE 
The country of Uganda is full of water and has vast papyrus swamps, shares a large part of Africa’s 
largest lake (Victoria) with its neighbors, and has some verdant forest, thanks to the good amount 
of rain it receives. This also means that one must be prepared for the possibility of rain, drizzle, 
and mist, although often this does not pose a major problem as we run our set departure Uganda 
tours in the dry season, which covers the months from June to August. This is also when birds are 
in breeding plumage and singing and the intra-African migrants are present.  
Uganda is well-known for its diversity of terrain and habitats, which in turn means that birders 
visiting Uganda need to be prepared for all kinds of different temperatures and weather patterns. 
At arrival in the hot and humid Entebbe airport one does not necessarily realize that a couple of 
days later one will likely be wearing fleeces high in the volcanic mountains straddling the border 
with Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of Congo; despite being equatorial, it can get cold in 
both Bwindi Impenetrable National Park and Mgahinga Gorilla National Park (not usually quite 
as low as freezing point, though). It’s best to bring many layers; while quite often conditions will 
be unpleasantly hot and humid, at other times people get surprised how cold it is. Bwindi 
Impenetrable National Park (especially its higher-altitude Ruhija section) and Mgahinga Gorilla 
National Park often leave people feeling markedly chilly. Accommodations are not always heated, 
so you may rely on layers while sleeping, and the provided blankets.  
The “take-home” message is to bring layers, including waterproofs (which hopefully you won’t 
actually need, but which you certainly should carry, while gorilla trekking or on long birding 
walks). A relatively nominal fee can be paid to porters for carrying gear during the longer birding 
walks and gorilla/chimp trekking. A waterproof day backpack is advised (whether you carry it or 
the porter does, during the birding and primate walks) – for waterproof layers, your water bottle, 
etc. Waterproof bags for placing cameras, cell phones, etc. into, in case that it does rain, are 
recommended.  

 

ELECTRICITY 
Electricity in Uganda is 220 V and with UK-type plug sockets – full details are shown here. Please 
bring adapters, and in some cases a currency converter in order not to damage cameras or other 
equipment, noting that voltage is twice that in North America. 
 
COMMUNICATIONS 
Cell (mobile) phone signal is likely to be available at most locations we visit on the tour. Roaming 
charges might apply depending on your phone contract, it’s thus best to check with your supplier 
that your phone will work in Uganda. A considerably less expensive alternative to using an 
international SIM card would be to purchase a local SIM card on your arrival at the airport or 
phone shop (options are available in Entebbe, prior to the start of the tour). Wi-Fi is usually widely 
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available at most of our accommodation establishments however it is not always available in your 
rooms and is rather only available in common areas such as reception or the dining area. 

 
TRANSPORTATION AND SEAT ROTATION 
Travel in Uganda is typically very slow (with many speed bumps and potholes) which means even 
though we might not have far to travel between destinations, it may take a very long time. 
However, we use modern, comfortable vehicles during our Uganda birding tours, such as a Toyota 
Landcruiser, or a minibus, for larger groups, which ensures the drives are as comfortable as 
possible.  

We have a seat rotation policy for our set departure tours, this ensures ensure everybody has equal 
opportunities within the vehicle throughout the tour. As we need to keep things fair for all our 
paying clients, motion sickness will unfortunately not excuse you from our seat rotation policy and 
if you are prone to motion sickness you should ensure you bring the necessary medication. It is 
necessary that you are fit and flexible enough to maneuver yourself to the back of the vehicle when 
it is your turn to sit in that position. Tour participants should be mindful of the extra equipment 
they bring into the general seating area of the vehicle (rather than the luggage section) and should 
ensure they do not clog up general thoroughfare or extra seats with camera equipment, tripods, etc. 
from both a comfort and a health and safety perspective. 

 
LUGGAGE  
Due to restricted space in the vehicles, please try to pack on the lighter side for this tour. We find 
a medium-sized, soft-sided duffle bag (not the hard-sided cases) usually works best for packing in 
the vehicles. A small daypack should be used to keep items that you wish to use daily when in the 
vehicle or in the field. 
 
ACCOMMODATION 
Accommodation is by no means luxurious but is clean, reasonably comfortable and well situated, 
often with large gardens or grounds which offer good birding opportunities right on the doorstep. 
Most accommodation establishments have air-conditioning and/or a fan while all have private 
bathrooms. “Load-shedding” is common – this is when the electricity supply is interrupted because 
of Uganda’s limited capacity for power generation. At other times, electricity at some hotels will 
be from generators that are switched off at certain times (e.g. between 10 p.m. and 6 a.m.). The 
guides will advise on the exact details/generator times during the tour. Rooms are not always 
heated and can actually get slightly chilly at night up in the mountains. At other times heat and 
humidity will of course be more of a problem however most establishments we use have air-
conditioning and/or a fan.  
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WHAT TO BRING: CLOTHING 
We recommend packing loose, lightweight field clothing with green and brown colors as these 
colors work best for our birding activities and help blend into the forest environments that we will 
spend most of our time birding in. Bright colors are to be avoided for birding attire, please (e.g. no 
pale colors, white, red, orange etc.). Due to the potential insect issues (and fierce tropical sun) 
mentioned above, we recommend long pants/trousers and long-sleeved shirts (these can be rolled 
up should you get too hot). Shorts can be great for when you are relaxing around the 
accommodation but always be aware of biting insects and sun exposure.  

As we will be birding in the mountains for some sections of this tour, you will also need to bring 
some warmer clothing, certainly a minimum of a warm fleece/jacket for early morning/evening 
when temperatures can be low. It is also advisable to pack something warm to sleep in for the 
nights when at higher elevation. Rain is always a possibility in Uganda, so (light-weight) rain gear 
is always useful to have on hand.  

Casual and informal dress is fine in the hotels/accommodation (and for dinners). Swimwear can 
be useful as there may be opportunities to swim at some of the accommodations during the rest 
periods in the middle of the day. Sunglasses, sunhat, and sunscreen (rated SPF 30 or higher) are 
useful.  

We undertake a number of birding/wildlife hikes on this Uganda birding tour and thus we 
recommend lightweight walking boots for when out on foot to give extra ankle support and added 
protection against animal stings/bites. A change of shoes is always good in case your boots get 
soaked from rain or walking through damp areas – a pair of lighter walking shoes is good to have 
along on the trip as a backup and for shorter walks. Sandals/trainers (tennis shoes) are useful for 
in the vehicles and for walking between your room and restaurant in the hotels and lodges.  
 
WHAT TO BRING: OTHER ITEMS 
Do not forget: binoculars, East African/Ugandan field guides (see “Books” section below), 
flashlight (torch), prescription drugs (please bring the generic names for these drugs with you), 
toiletries, prescription glasses (and a spare pair), insect repellent, sunscreen, sunglasses, camera, 
batteries (for electronic equipment and chargers for the re-chargeable batteries, if required), 
converter plugs and plug adaptors if needed, money pouch, suggested medical kit, and daypacks.  

Our tour leader or local guide will have a telescope for use during the tour. Most of the birding 
will be carried out in forest environments and therefore we are unlikely to rely heavily on a scope 
during this tour, therefore it is probably not worth bringing your own scope, unless you like to 
“digiscope/phone-scope”. The communal scope will be for everyone to look at the birds but not 
for taking photos through.  

Other important items to remember to bring include: key travel documents, cash (or ATM/credit 
cards to draw money), passport, proof of vaccinations (yellow fever vaccination is mandatory) and 
your travel or health insurance cards – photocopies of all can be carried by the tour leader in case 
of emergency, US Dollars (US$) or British Pound Sterling (GBP/£) can be changed to Ugandan 
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Shillings if you prefer not to simply draw from ATM’s, cash for anything of a personal nature that 
is not included within the tour cost.  

To help with the evening checklist session, we recommend bringing two different colored pens 
and a 12-inch (30-centimeter) plastic ruler. Using different colors on alternate days makes the 
listing activity much easier!  

If you would like some advice on what to pack for a birding tour, you can read more in this blog 
post here. 

 

BOOKS 
In terms of books, “The Birds of East Africa” field guide and the associated app (detailed in our 
blog here) are highly recommended for Uganda. Another good option is the Merlin bird app (with 
the Uganda country package downloaded) which gives you access to a large range of photos and 
calls of almost all of Uganda’s bird species.  
 

 
Uganda is well-known for its incredible primate diversity with Eastern (Mountain) Gorilla one 

of the many impressive species we may encounter. 
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