TOUR INFORMATION FOR COSTA RICA IN JULY
These notes are designed to help you prepare for your tour. Please read carefully.
ENTERING COSTA RICA: United Kingdom citizens will need a passport which is valid for six
months beyond the intended length of stay. A visa is not required for stays of up to 90 days.
Citizens of other countries should contact their nearest Costa Rican Embassy or Consulate for
entry requirements.
It is always a good idea to take a photocopy of your passport and air ticket with you when travelling
abroad. They can prove invaluable in helping you get replacements if your originals are lost or
stolen. Obviously you should keep the photocopies in a separate bag to the originals.
LEAVING COSTA RICA: The airport departure tax is currently USD $29.00 per person, payment
for which must be made in cash at the bank counter inside the airport before checking in for your
flight (credit cards can be used but will be processed as cash advances). Either the leader or the
ground agent who transfers you to the airport that morning can give you further information about
this.
INTRODUCTORY MEETING: There will be an introductory meeting at 18.00 (or at dinner) on Day 1
of the tour. It is not essential that you arrive in time for this meeting although it would be useful. This
informal meeting allows the leader the opportunity to introduce everyone to each other and to let you
know generally what to expect on the trip - pace of the tour, daily routine, etc. We strongly
recommend you arrange your flights to arrive in the late afternoon so that you can be present at
the introductory meeting.
Please be aware that most reasonably-priced flights from Europe to Costa Rica arrive late in the
evening, and fly via the USA. If you elect to arrive late in the evening of Day 1 we want you to be
aware that the birding day will start very early on Day 2 and you may only get a few hours’ sleep
that night.
It is possible to fly to Costa Rica via another European city and arrive into Costa Rica midafternoon however seats on these flights get booked very quickly so the fares are usually high.
Please contact the Sunbird office to discuss the options available to you.
FLYING VIA THE USA: The U.S. Department of Homeland Security has made changes to the
immigration requirements. Travellers with flights which transit through the USA and who are
seeking to travel under the Visa Waiver Program must pre-apply for authorisation using the
Electronic System for Travel Authorisation (ESTA). ESTA must be completed online via their
website. ESTA is a mandatory requirement and applications should be made online at least 72
hours before departure via their website https://esta.cbp.dhs.gov as although the majority of
responses are immediate it can take 72 hours for approval in some cases. There is a small fee to
pay as a processing charge followed by a small fee when authorisation has been granted. Once
you’ve applied for your ESTA please remember to print it out and take a copy of that document
with you onto the aircraft.
All visitors to the USA’s first port-of-entry have their index fingerprints taken by an electronic
scanner at Passport Control. You will also have your photograph taken at the same time.
Although the process itself only takes a few minutes the queue can be quite long if several flights
arrive at the same time! You will then need to reclaim your checked-in luggage, go through
security, then hand your luggage back to the airline staff who will be waiting nearby to give

COSTA RICA in July: Tour Information...2

assistance. Once your luggage is back with the airline please proceed to the departure gate for
your onward flight.
TIME DIFFERENCE: Costa Rica is six hours behind Greenwich Mean Time.
CURRENCY: The Costa Rican currency is the colon. Only U.S dollars are accepted for
exchange. US dollars notes are accepted almost everywhere. Colones can normally be obtained
at the currency exchange, or through an ATM at the international airport (located in the luggage
carousel hall before you pass through Customs) and at most of our hotels. As the tour price
includes all travel, hotel and main meal costs, you need only bring enough money to cover items of
a personal nature.
LANGUAGE: The language of Costa Rica is Spanish. English-speaking peoples are present in
most hotels but are seldom encountered away from the hotels. The leader will speak at least
passable Spanish. Even though you will almost certainly not need to converse in Spanish, you
might consider bringing a small English-Spanish dictionary or phrase book.
PACE OF THE TOUR: This tour will not be especially rigorous for participants who are reasonably
fit. Good foot wear is essential and walking sticks useful. We will spend one day birding at
elevations between 9,000ft-10,900ft. All days will begin with early breakfasts, usually at 05.00 or
05.30. Early mornings beg early bedtimes – most participants opt to turn in right after dinner. On
one or two travel days, we may arrive at our hotel after dark. There will be several optional forays
for owls, nightjars and potoos by foot and/or bus, so a good torch or headlamp is important.
CLIMATE: Costa Rica's climate varies with altitude. Temperatures range from 50°s in the
mountains to as high as the low 90°s at the lower elevations. San José, at an altitude of 3,800 ft.,
can be cool. If you are arriving in the evening you may want to wear a light sweater. There will
probably be some rain and, at higher elevations, mist and wind. We birdwatch one day at
elevations between 9000-10,900ft; temperatures may be cool and mist and/or rain is possible.
Some tours experience more rain than others, especially in the Caribbean lowlands. Note that in
the warm, humid lowlands an umbrella is a useful birding accessory, raincoats may produce as
much moisture inside as they protect you from the outside!
HEALTH: It is essential that you contact your own doctor to obtain the latest information on
the regions you are visiting.
Medical services are good. Essential medicines are available. Drinking water is purified in San
José hotels and restaurants, and is potable at all our lodges. Costa Rica is an extremely sanitary
country and it is our experience that water can be consumed throughout the country without ill
effect. However, we suggest bringing some form of mild anti-diarrhoea medication.
The more serious health hazards such as amoebic dysentery, typhoid, and malaria are rare. In
the interests of general safety, current protection against hepatitis A and tetanus is also worth
considering. Consult your doctor well in advance of the trip about necessary immunisation.
Special medicines may be difficult to obtain so bring enough to cover your particular needs for the
entire trip.
There is a risk of malaria in some provinces of Costa Rica but our ground agent assures us that
none of the places we visit during our tours have reported cases of the disease, and the reported
cases in the country have not been of tourists. The ground agent’s position is that the chances of
getting malaria in Costa Rica are slim. They suggest to just to bring (and use liberally) a good insect
repellent, and when hiking in the forest, wear light-weight long trousers and light-weight long-sleeved
shirts. Your best prevention is to avoid being bitten.
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Biting insects are seldom a major nuisance although chiggers and ticks can be locally numerous.
Careful application of a repellent provides good protection. Insect repellents should contain at least
35% of the active ingredient, diethyltoluamide (DEET). New products containing tick-repelling
chemicals are particularly effective.
For further information on health advice refer to the Medical Advisory Services for Travellers
Abroad website www.masta-travel-health.com
ACCOMMODATION: Currently all lodges have private baths with (nearly always) hot water.
Bathrooms have baths or showers or both. In all our hotels, the tap water is safe to drink.
Occasionally, small reptiles, amphibians or unusual insects may visit a hotel room.
LAUNDRY SERVICE: At least four hotels offer laundry service. Items hand-washed in the humid
lowlands may take a very long time to dry.
ELECTRICITY: 110V/220V AC 60Hz. An international travel plug is useful and can be bought in
most airport departure lounges. We recommend you bring a torch for dimly lit cabins.
FOOD: Food in Costa Rica is not known for being distinctive but is consistently very good and not
even remotely spicy. Fresh fruit, green vegetables, and tasty main dishes are served at our hotel
restaurants. A well-liked staple for breakfast is gallo pinto, a mix of rice and beans, though cereals,
eggs, and fresh fruit are also available.
Sunbird tours are all-inclusive and no refunds can be issued for any tour meals participants
choose to miss. While we will try to do all we can to accommodate the requirements of all
participants, please note that we cannot guarantee all causes of food allergies can be avoided at
every destination. Many restaurants offer set menus and are unable to accommodate all special
requests within a group. Thus, participants with significant food allergies or special dietary needs
should bring appropriate foods with them for those times when their needs can, regretfully, not be
accommodated. Our tours are carefully scheduled to insure the best possible birding experience
and although the leaders will do all they can to make sure the group eats at a reasonable time,
sometimes early or late lunches and/or evening meals cannot be avoided. Any participants who
need to eat at specific times may need to bring supplemental food with them.
DRESS: Dress will be informal throughout the tour.
FIELD CLOTHING: We suggest you bring the following basic items.
Sun hat
Light shoes/trainers
Lightweight waterproof hiking boots or shoes
Lightweight raincoat
Cotton/wool socks

Lightweight sweater
Long-sleeved cotton shirts **
Cotton or micro-weave trousers **
Wind-proof jacket

** Short-sleeved shirts and shorts are optional. While they may be fine for the hotels and open
country, they are not recommended for most birding days in the jungle.
MISCELLANEOUS ITEMS: You should bring the following:
Binoculars
Field guides
Notebook and pencil
Small rucksack/day pack
Sun cream

Alarm clock
Torch and spare batteries
Insect repellent
Plastic bags (rain protection for optics)
Wrist watch
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Pocket knife
Water bottle/canteen
Ear plugs (if you are a
light sleeper)

Universal sink plug
Swim suit
Folding umbrella (essential for tropical
rain)

Optional: Telescope & tripod, camera & film, spare binoculars (in case of loss or damage), spare
spectacles.
Note: The most effective insect repellents are those containing at least 35% of the active
ingredient diethyltoluamide (DEET). The higher the percentage, the greater the effectiveness.
However, care must be taken to avoid getting the repellent on to optical equipment as it dissolves
rubber and plastic and can damage coated lenses. An effective alternative that isn’t corrosive is
Mosi-guard produced by MASTA. This is available from many high street chemists.
LUGGAGE: The checked-luggage weight limit on most international flights is usually 20kg
(44lbs). If possible, please bring your luggage in soft-sided bags or cases (rather than large hard
'Samsonite'-type suitcases) as these pack more easily into our vehicles during the tour. Please
note that on many tours porters are not available to carry your luggage to the room. Please do
not bring any bag that is so heavy that you are unable to lift and carry it yourself. As a
general rule, in addition to using your Sunbird luggage labels, it is a good idea to fix identification
to the inside of each piece of luggage.
Rules governing the luggage that may be checked in for flights or carried on board vary
considerably between airlines with some companies now allowing only one checked bag per
person, while others still allow two. Our Final Information document which will be sent to you
approximately three weeks before departure will give details of the specific regulations imposed by
the airline that we will be using for this tour.
LEADER’S EQUIPMENT:
Telescope
Basic first aid kit

Field library
Maps

PHOTOGRAPHY: Scenery and memory shots will be plentiful and simple to obtain but birds are
difficult to photograph. Although there will be occasions when bird photography is possible (such as
at hummingbird feeders), a birdwatching tour is not normally the best means of pursuing this aim.
“Digiscoping”, on the other hand, is perfectly compatible with the tour, though it is recommended that
you bring your own telescope! Bring all your film/memory cards with you as it may be difficult to
find precisely what you need at short notice. Camera equipment should be packed in moistureproof and dust-proof bags, as a precaution.
Please note that this is essentially a birdwatching tour. There will be plenty of opportunities to take
photos of birds, mammals and scenery and the leaders will do all they can to accommodate
anyone wishing to take photographs. However if you are a serious photographer please bear in
mind that this is first and foremost a birdwatching tour. Please do not allow your photographic
desires to conflict with other participants' birdwatching activities.
TRAVEL INSURANCE: Travel insurance is essential and we insist that you take out suitable cover
as soon as your tour is booked. If you are bringing expensive optical equipment or other valuable
items, please make sure they are also adequately insured on your home contents policy, as most
travel insurance policies do not cover very expensive individual items. You may wish to consult
your insurance broker regarding coverage. Please also ensure that your policy covers you in the
event of a medical emergency, cancellation of a trip or severe delays. Medical costs abroad can
often be extremely expensive. Please note that Sunbird is not liable for any medical or repatriation
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costs resulting from injury or illness during a tour or for covering any costs resulting from a flight
delay such as extra hotel accommodation.
If you wish, insurance can be arranged by Stephen Allen at Stephen Allen Insurance Broker, 13
Goldington Road, Bedford, MK40 3JY. Tel: 01234 215194. Please contact him for a quote and he
will send the schedule directly to you.
TRANSPORT: We will be travelling by comfortable, air-conditioned minibuses.
SMOKING: Smoking is not allowed in the vehicles or when the group is gathered for meals,
checklists etc. If you are sharing a room with a non-smoker, please do not smoke in the room. If
you smoke in the field, we ask that you do so well away and downwind from the group if possible.
TIPPING: All tour-based tips are included in the tour price. These include tips to local guides,
drivers, hotel porters, and waiters and waitresses when we have group meals together in
restaurants. You only need to pay tips for personal services such as room service or drinks from
the bar. Our leaders do not expect to be tipped for their services, and there is no need for anyone
in the group to organize a collection for them.
BIBLIOGRAPHY:
Field Guides
Garrigues, Richard and Robert Dean. 2007. The Birds of Costa Rica. Ithaca, NY: Comstock
Publishing Associates. An excellent field guide, recommended.
th

National Geographic Society. 2002. Field Guide to the Birds of North America. 4 Edition. National
Geographic Society, Washington, DC. One of the top two field guides for North America, more
portable than the Sibley guide. Recommended. Many North American species winter in Costa
Rica. This book is more portable than Sibley.
Ridgely, Robert S. and John A. Gwynne. 1989. Second edition. A Guide to the Birds of Panama.
Princeton: Princeton University Press. Very useful with better illustrations of such groups as flying
raptors.
Sibley, David Allen. 2000. The Sibley Guide to Birds. Alfred A. Knopf, New York. Arguably the best
North American field guide.
Stiles, F. Gary, Alexander Skutch and Dana Gardner. 1989. A Guide to the Birds of Costa Rica.
Ithaca NY: Comstock Publishing Associates. Still vaulable for detailed natural history information.
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superb and very readable introduction to the ecology of tropical rain forests. Recommended.
Janzen, Daniel H. 1983. Costa Rican Natural History. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.
Excellent species lists for birds, mammals, reptiles and amphibians with natural history information
for selected species.
Kricher, J.C. 1989. A Neotropical Companion. Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Skutch, Alexander. 1954, 1960, 1967. Life Histories of Central American Birds. Vol 1-3. Cooper
Ornithological Society. Pacific Coast Avifauna Series. Numbers 31, 34 and 35.
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__________. 1983. Birds of Tropical America. Austin: University of Texas Press. Good natural
history reading.
Wells, M. G. 1998. World Bird Species Checklist: with alternative English and scientific names.
Worldlist, Bushey, Hertfordshire. Undoubtedly, the most well cross-referenced world list, and of
great help when trying to make sense of the various English and scientific names used in different
books. Available through most specialist bird book dealers, but also direct from the author, at a
special discount price to Sunbird tour participants of £20. Please send cheques with orders direct
to M.G.Wells, 39 Lukes Lea, Marsworth, Nr. Tring, Herts, HP23 4NH, and mention which tour you
are booked on.
OBTAINING BOOKS: Most of the field guides and the major ornithological references in print are
available by mail order from booksellers specialising in natural history titles. Four of these are:
Natural History Book Service Ltd
Tel: 01803 865913
www.nhbs.co.uk

Subbuteo Books
Tel: 0870 010 9700
www.wildlifebooks.com

WildSounds
Tel: 01263 741100
www.wildsounds.co.uk

Books for Birders
Tel: 01263 741139
www.birdingworld.co.uk

MAPS: Maps of the region may be available from:
The Map Shop
Tel: 01684 593146
www.themapshop.co.uk

Stanfords
Tel: 020 7836 1321
www.stanfords.co.uk

NEOTROPICAL BIRD CLUB: Please support this charity which aims to raise money to support
conservation projects, encourages an interest in the conservation of birds, and liaises with and
promotes the work of existing societies within the region. You will find their contact details and
further information about the Club at www.neotropicalbirdclub.org
FINAL INFORMATION: Final information with instructions for meeting the group, hotel addresses,
etc, and your air tickets will be sent to you about three weeks before the start of the tour. Other
news will be communicated as necessary. If you have any questions about any aspect of the tour,
please contact us.

