Rwanda: A Birdwatcher's Paradise
703 Species. 29 ALBERTINE RIFT

ENDEMICS. Diverse habitats and

the best montane birding in Africa.

Rwanda has a diversity of habitats from the mountainous forests of the Albertine Rift, to the many
wetlands and the savannah of Akagera National Park. The compact nature of the country, its safety
and excellent road network means travel to these different areas is quick and easy. The majority of
the country is around 1500m above sea level meaning the climate is pleasant year-round.
Rwanda is rightfully famous for its Mountain Gorillas but its rich birdlife is worthy of serious attention
too. So far 703 species have been observed and surprises remain, with several new species added
to the country list since 2010.
Rwanda offers the best montane birdwatching in Africa and the country boasts the second highest
number of Albertine Rift Endemic species. These are best seen in Rugezi Marsh, Nyungwe National
Park, Volcanoes National Park and Gishwati-Mukura National Park. Of these special endemic birds,
a real highlight is the Red-collared Babbler and Rwanda is the only safe place to see this charming
species.
The wetlands of Bugesera District and the savannah of Akagera National Park support an entirely
different range of species including some localised papyrus specialists and the Red-faced Barbet. In
addition to stunning birdlife, Akagera National Park also offers excellent game viewing.
Rwanda offers a great package to seek out some of the most unique and desirable species in Africa,
with stunning landscapes, great hospitality, safety and security.

Best times to visit

Birdwatching is good year-round.
Palearctic migrants – various species present October to April
Intra-African Migrants - various species present May to October

Akagera National Park
What to
know
Akagera is a stunning national park with a diversity of habitats that support an impressive range of
bird species. Although accessible, the park offers a real sense of adventure and an authentic African
experience. To date 490 species have been identified, with several additions to the park list in the
last few years. The extensive network of tracks within the park allows birders to visit the many lakes,
swamps, hills, grasslands and woodlands to search for some of the parks special birds including,
Red-faced Barbet (localised to the Lake Victoria Basin), Papyrus Gonolek, White-winged Warbler and
African Finfoot. With luck you might also see the enigmatic Shoebill amongst the papyrus.

Approximately 2.5 hrs
east of Kigali – entrance
through South gate only
4x4 essential
Camping available
Various accommodation
options inside the park
and others within 1hr drive

In addition to the plentiful birdlife the park supports a wide diversity of mammals including the African
Big-5 and numerous others.

Shoebill

Extras

Souza'z Shrike

Tourist Maps for the
park are available from
reception
Freelance guides are
available from reception
Boat trips and night drives
are available

White-headed Vulture
Miombo
Wren-Warbler

Extras

Primate trekking (Chimpanzee and
various monkeys), waterfall hike
and other nature trails, furthest
source of the Nile

Nyungwe National Park
Nyungwe National Park offers the best montane birding in Africa and a walk through this ancient
forest should delight any birdwatcher. A comfortable drive from Kigali on good, smooth roads and
an extensive trail network give easy access to numerous high-altitude species that are hard to find
elsewhere on the continent. Nyungwe is home to over 320 species, 29 of which are endemic to the
Albertine Rift. These include Regal Sunbird, Ruwenzori Turaco and Grauer's Swamp Warbler. The
real highlight is the Red-collared Babbler and Nyungwe is the only safe location to see this stunning
bird. Cyamudongo Forest close to Nyungwe is home to 127 species and is a good location to look for
Grey-throated Barbet.
In addition, Nyungwe is home to 13 species of primates, numerous endemic orchids and a vast
diversity of plant life.
Nyungwe National Park retains a real sense of exploration and there are undoubtedly new discoveries
to be made.

What to know

Approximately 5 hrs west of Kigali
4x4 not needed
Daily flights to Kamembe from Kigali
Camping available
Various accommodation options at
Kitabi, Gisakura and Rusizi
Good footwear and waterproof
clothing needed
National Park guides are mandatory
Specialist bird guides are available
from the park Reception at Gisakura

Dusky
Crimsonwing

Red-throated Alethe

Strange
Weaver

Red-Collared Babbler

Grauer's Swamp
Warbler

Volcanoes National Park
Volcanoes National Park is best known for its Mountain Gorillas and Golden Monkeys. What is less
well knows is that the park is also home to 200 species of bird, including Albertine Rift Endemics
such as Kivu Ground Thrush, Archer's Robin-Chat and Rwenzori Double-collared Sunbird. It is also
the only place in Rwanda to see Scarlet-tufted Sunbird.

What to know

Approximately 2.5 hrs northwest of Kigali
4x4 essential for the last few km to the trailheads
Various accommodation options at Ruhengeri and
around the park boundary
National Park guides are mandatory and are available
from the park reception at Kinigi

Close to Volcanoes National Park are several other good birdwatching sites including: Buhanga
eco-park, the northern (volcanic) lakes and the twin lakes of Burera – Ruhondo, which offer good
birds and superb scenery. Rwanda’s only Ramsar site Rugezi Marsh is also nearby, this is a globally
significant wetland and is home to good populations of Grauer’s Swamp Warbler and also supports
Grey-crowned Cranes, Papyrus Canary and Papyrus Yellow Warbler.

Extras

Primate trekking (Gorillas and Golden
Monkeys), adventure hiking trails, cultural visits

Archer's
Ground Robin

Rwenzori Double-collared
Sunbird

Rugezi Marsh Boat Trip

What to
know

Lake Kivu

Rubavu 3.5 hrs north west of Kigali
Karongi 3hrs west of Kigali
Rusizi 5.5hrs south west of Kigali
4x4 not needed to reach major
lakeside towns. 4x4 essential
to explore the wider area.
Various accommodation
options at Rubavu (Gisenyi),
Karongi (Kibuye) and Rusizi
(Cyangugu/Kamembe).

The peaceful and tranquil Lake Kivu makes a welcoming stopover on a birding tour as well as being
home to impressive numbers of White-breasted Cormorants, African Fish Eagle and Pied Kingfishers.
The lake and the surrounding hotel gardens and vegetation are home to 301 bird species, including
attractive species such as Double-toothed Barbet and Yellow-bellied Waxbill. The fortunate birder
may also observe Ospreys during their migration, diving into the lake after the plentiful fish.
A boat trip to Napoleon’s Hat Island close to Karongi is recommended. This island is home to a very
impressive colony of fruit bats and also has some good birdlife.
Close to Lake Kivu is Rwanda’s newest protected area, Gishwati-Mukura National Park. This park
comprises two patches of high-altitude forest and is only a short drive from Rubavu and Karongi. There
are currently extensive conservation efforts to restore the habitat between these important habitats.
The forests hold good birdlife Gishwati 232 species and Mukura 163 species, including several Albertine
Rift Endemics and montane forest specialists. Gishwati is also home to a troop of Chimpanzees, which
are being habituated. Various tourism options will be available here in the near future.

Extras

Primate trekking,
Boat trips, Kayaking,
Napoleon’s Hat Island.
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Pied Kingfisher
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Wetlands
Rwanda’s wetlands and marshes cover around 10% of the country. In addition to Rugezi Marsh in
the north, there are extensive wetlands along the Akanyaru and Nyabarongo rivers in the south and
south-east of the country. The Akanyaru and Nyabarongo Wetlands are considered Important Bird
Areas by Birdlife International.
The most easily accessible wetlands and lakes can be found in Bugesera District to the south-east
of Kigali. There are numerous sites across this district that offer excellent birding within a short drive
from Kigali and, so far 415 bird species that have been recorded in this region. There are several
habitats in this area, such as swamps, lakes and savanna type pastoral lands. The whole district has
good birding, but it advantageous to explore the area’s numerous hotspots that offer good chances
to observe numerous waterbirds and savannah species; including Papyrus Gonolek, Papyrus Canary,
White-winged Swamp Warbler, White-collared Oliveback, Lesser Jacana, White-backed Duck, Redchested Sunbird, Palm Nut Vulture, Blue-naped Mousebird and African Fish Eagle.

What to know

Various birding sites 1 to 2hrs south of Kigali
4x4 essential to explore the wider area
Various accommodation options at Nyamata and Gashora

Papyrus Canary
White-collared
Oliveback

Papyrus Gonolek

White-faced
Whistling Ducks

What to know

Kigali
Kigali has great Urban Birding. Hotel gardens often hold interesting bird species and Nyarutarama
Lake or “Lover’s Lake” at the edge of the Kigali golf course is always productive. Even those with
a few spare hours will be rewarded by a visit. Species include: White-collared Oliveback, African
Swamphen, Grey-headed Bushshrike, Bat Hawk, Narina Trogon, Lesser Honeyguide, Brown-backed
Honeybird, Black Cuckoo-Shrike, Olive-bellied, Red-chested Sunbird and Bronzy Sunbirds, African
Goshawk, Palm Nut Vulture, Crested Barbet, Grey-backed Fiscal, Rüppell’s Starling and Black-headed
Weaver.
In addition, Umusambi Village (due to open mid-2019) will offer close up views of rescued Greycrowned Cranes and to date around 100 species have been seen in the restored habitat. The Rwanda
Environment Management Authority is also developing a park at the edge of Kigali, when completed
this will be a good place for urban birding. Furthermore, there are good birding sites at wetlands at
the edge of the city and around Mount Kigali.

Malachite Kingfisher

Hamerkop

Various birding sites within
30mins of city centre
4x4 not needed to explore
the area
Plentiful accommodation
options in Kigali
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Other Significant Areas
For the adventurous birder there are several other significant sites. The best are Mashoza Forest
and Ibanda Makera Forest. These are small but significant remnants of riverine forest in the east of
Rwanda. Although small these are important forests for birds and still support interesting species
including Purple-crested Turaco, Mountain Illadopsis, Grey-winged Robin-Chat; Snowy-crowned
Robin-Chat, Red-Headed Bluebill and Red-throated (Peter’s) Twinspot.
Lake Muhazi to the north east of Kigali is another good location to look for papyrus specialists
especially when approached from the eastern end.

What to know

Mashoza Forest approximately 2.5hrs south east from Kigali
Ibanda Makera Forest approximately 4hrs east from Kigali
Lake Muhazi (eastern end) approximately 1.5hrs north from Kigali
4x4 essential to explore the area

Red-throated Twinspot

Red-chested Cuckoo

Diederik Cuckoo

Alberine Rift Endemic Species
Common name

Status

Volcanoes
NP

Gishwati
NP

Mukura
NP

Handsome Francolin

common

♦

♦

♦

♦

Rwenzori Turaco

common

♦

♦

♦

♦

Congo Bay-Owl

5 unconfirmed
records

Albertine Owl

uncommon

Ruwenzori Nightjar

common

Dwarf Honeyguide

uncommon

Ruwenzori Batis

common

♦

♦

♦

♦

Albertine Boubou

common

♦

♦

♦

Willard’s Sooty
Boubou

fairly common

Stripe-Breasted Tit

fairly common

Ruwenzori Apalis

common

Mountain-masked
Apalis

common

Kungwe Apalis

uncommon

Neumann’s Warbler

common

Grauer’s Swampwarbler

fairly common

♦

Red-faced Woodlandwarbler

common

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

Nyungwe Cyamudongo
NP
Forest

Rugezi
Marsh

Nyungwe Cyamudongo
NP
Forest

Grauer’s Warbler

fairly common

♦

Red-collared Babbler fairly common

♦

Kivu Ground-thrush

uncommon

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

common

Archer’s Robin-chat

common

♦

Yellow-eyed Black
Flycatcher

common

Blue-headed Sunbird

common

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

Ruwenzori Doublecollared Sunbird

common

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

Regal Sunbird

common

♦

♦

♦

♦

Rockefeller’s Sunbird

very
uncommon

Purple-breasted
Sunbird

common

Strange Weaver

common

Dusky Crimsonwing
Shelley’s
Crimsonwing

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦
♦

♦

Mukura
NP

Red-throated Alethe

♦

♦

Gishwati
NP

Status

♦

♦

♦

Volcanoes
NP

Common name

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

♦

common

♦

♦

♦

♦

scarce

♦

♦

♦

♦

Rugezi
Marsh

Other range restricted species
Rugezi
Marsh

Common name

Status

Akagra NP

Bugesera

Other sites

Shoebill

uncommon

♦

♦

Papyrus Gonolek

common

♦

♦

Carruther’s Cisticola

fairly common

♦

♦

♦

Around Lake Kivu

White-winged
Swamp Warbler

common

♦

♦

♦

♦

Red-chested Sunbird

common

♦

♦

♦

Kigali

Papyrus Canary

fairly common

♦

♦

♦

Kigali

Northern Brownthroated Weaver

common

♦

♦

Red-faced Barbet

common

♦

♦

White-collared
Oliveback

uncommon

Grey Capped Warbler

common

Lake Muhazi. Localised in other
papyrus swamp

Papyrus Yellow
Warbler

♦

Kigali, Lake Kivu

♦
♦

♦

♦

Kigali, Forest blocks, Lake Kivu

