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My son and I visited Jordan during the ƕmarbaniyehƖ, i.e., the forty coldest days of winter 
stretching from the winter solstice to about January 30. We were, however, very lucky with the 
weather, had no snow or rain and sunny or partially sunny skies every day.  
 
It was our first visit to Jordan, and we came to enjoy the landscape during the winter, and of 
course the birds. The aim of this report is to give some practical tips to travelers with similar aims 
to ours. Note that we are not listers and did not get out of our way to maximize the number of 
species seen. 
 

Travel and airport 
We flew direct with Norwegian Copenhagen - Amman and back. A very comfortable flight; 
checked luggage costs extra but the hand luggage allowance is 10 kg + one “personal item” (the 
weight was not checked in either direction). 
 
Airport security in Jordan is extremely strict and caused some problems for us due to camera 
equipment. We had to argue for a long time and request the attention of a superior before being 
allowed to proceed with a rubber air blower (for cleaning lenses) which was arbitrarily confiscated.  
 
Visa is on arrival, 40 JOD, but we advise to buy a Jordan pass in advance (70-80 JOD) which 
includes not only the cost for the visa but most entrance fees. If you intend to visit Petra the 
Jordan Pass is a very good deal - Petra entrance is otherwise very expensive. Note that when you 
buy the Jordan Pass you need to decide whether to visit Petra for one, two, or three days - and 
beware that these days are meant to be consecutive and cannot be any two or three days.  
 
Upon arrival at Queen Alia airport there are ATM machines easily available before and after 
customs, although note that for cash withdrawal in Jordan there is a 3 JOD transaction fee (in the 
two we tried, not sure about all banks). After customs there are also Orange and Zain stores if you 
want to get a local SIM card, the cost for this was 15 or 16 JOD. Also the rental car desks are 
located in the same area. 
 

Driving 
We rented a Chevrolet Trax, a compact SUV which was very suitable for our purposes although 
not the cheapest car. We used Dollar via Rental Cars which worked out fine. The car was very 
carefully controlled for scratches etc both at pickup and return. Fuel policy was to check how 
much petrol there was on pickup with the expectation to return with the same amount. There were 
no surprise charges for cleaning or similar. No international driver's license required.  
 
Roads are generally in good condition and signage in English is good. There are two highways, 
the Desert Highway in the East and the Dead Sea Highway in the West, which allow high speeds 
(around 100 km/h) along long stretches but sometimes are slower (somewhat surprisingly, the 
tarmac on the Desert Highway is often in quite poor condition). The so called King’s Highway, 
route 35, is not a highway but a series of country roads which winds its way through every 
settlement, dips down into several wadis including Wadi Mujib and up again on the way and takes 

 



 
a long time to drive. Crossing between the Dead Sea Highway and King’s Highway means 
winding roads to handle the elevation difference, but nothing we tried was scary to drive 
(Tafilah-Fifa road (route 60) and the Ma’in road between Madaba and the Dead Sea).   
 
Note that no matter where you drive speed bumps are ubiquitous - also on the major highways. 
They are usually but not always signposted in advance, anything from 1 km to a few meters 
before.  
 
Petrol is rather cheap but sometimes the petrol stations are few and far between - make sure you 
fill up when you can.  
 
We encountered check points, both temporary and permanent, here and there but as soon as 
they saw we were foreigners we were always waved through with a smile.  
 

Maps 
We used Google Maps since we had a local SIM card, but as far as we could tell offline navigation 
with Maps.me would also have worked fine. Note that there can be some differences in 
transliteration of the Arabic names. 
 

Housing 
We stayed first and last night in Madaba, just over 20 minutes from the airport and a nice town in 
itself. There and in Petra we used Airbnb; in Dana Historic Village we chose Dana Hotel. There are, 
I believe, four hotels in the small village, all are very close and as regards location there is no 
interesting difference (except perhaps as regards the view). We chose Dana Hotel because it is 
run by the community and were happy with our choice. Good service, great breakfasts (included) 
and great dinners (for which we payed extra - these need to be preordered) with enough food for 
a company twice our size. We booked the hotel via Hostelworld.  
 
No matter where we stayed it was cold at night. We deliberately chose only places with heaters 
(no central heating anywhere although always hot water) but they did not make much of a 
difference as due to fire and choking hazards they were usually only allowed when you were in the 
room and awake. So bring lots of warm underwear and maybe, if you tend to be cold at night, a 
sleeping bag if you travel at this time of year.  
 
 

Climate 
We visited Jordan during the “marbaniyeh”, the forty coldest days of winter stretching from the 
winter solstice to about January 30. We were, however, very lucky with the weather, had no snow 
or rain and sunny or partially sunny skies every day. Temperatures ranged between lows of 3 
degrees centigrade and highs of maybe 13-14 in the shade - meaning very pleasant temperatures 
in the sun. Nights, however, were very cold, especially indoors due to the lack of central heating.  
 
 

 



 

Food 
Except for Madaba where we found a huge Carrefour to stock up, we only saw mini-markets with 
very limited supplies during our trip. Fast food like falafel or shawarma is available in most 
communities, easily found also on a Friday. We took no precautions about food and had the 
impression there was no danger of getting sick from fresh vegetables or similar.  
 

Toilets 
Except for Petra we saw very few public toilets and unfortunately the landscape is usually too 
open to allow discrete visits behind the bushes. But it was still possible to manage.  
 

Electricity 
In theory, Jordan has standard European sockets, although the guidebook warns that you can 
encounter the British type also (which we didn’t). Unfortunately however, everywhere we went the 
assumption was that the pins were thinner than they are in Sweden, making it anything from really 
hard to impossible to insert/extract our plugs. In the end, we used a power strip that easily 
accepted our standard plugs yet had thin enough pins to use in the Jordanian wall sockets. 
 

Wifi 
Wifi was often not present where we stayed or took our meals, so it is a good idea to invest in a 
local SIM card (these come with a very large data package, so no issues on that front). Dana Hotel 
had wifi in the dining area. 
 

Money 
In many places only cash is accepted. ATMs where you can withdraw cash are found at the 
airport and in urban areas (for example in Wadi Musa), but we only found ones with a 3 JOD 
transaction fee. Also in restaurants we were warned about a transaction fee if using a credit card.   
 

Preparations and literature  
Various trip reports found on www.cloudbirders.com: 
Jos Stratford 
http://josstratford.co.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=249&Itemid=103  
 
David Karr’s reports from his trips to Dana 
https://www.cloudbirders.com/tripreport/repository/KARR_Dana_Jordan_12_2016.pdf, Petra 
https://www.cloudbirders.com/tripreport/repository/KARR_JordanPetra_12_2016.pdf, and Wadi 
Rum https://www.cloudbirders.com/tripreport/repository/KARR_Jordan_0112_20162017.pdf.  
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Rosemary Royle (who travelled in spring, but who gave some useful tips, not least about Al Barra 
forest in Dana), http://www.birdtours.co.uk/tripreports/jordan/jordan-7/jordan-march-2011.htm.  
 
Collins bird guide accompanied us on our trip, as did Lonely Planet Jordan.  
 
Before the trip I also enjoyed reading Guy Mountfort’s Portrait of a Desert. The Story of an 
Expedition to Jordan, published in 1965.  
 

Itinerary 
Since we had only one week at our disposal we decided to limit ourselves to visiting 

- Dana Biosphere Reserve, including Al Barra Forest. 
- Petra with Little Petra  
- Wadi Rum 
- Dead Sea area 

and of course any sites we would pass by while driving to these places. 
  
Our itinerary was: 

- Late arrival Saturday, night in Madaba. 

- Sunday spent stocking up on groceries for picnics and then a long slow drive along King’s 
Highway to Dana Biosphere Reserve which we reached at sunset, stopping at the wadis 
along the way (this time of year with water). Night in Dana Village. 

- Monday morning walk to Al Barra Forest. After breakfast we hiked down Wadi Dana for a 
few hours and then up again finishing off the day by walking through the orchards along 
the slope next to the village in the last light. Night in Dana Village. 

- Tuesday at dawn we took the car to Al Barra and spent the early morning there. After 
breakfast took a longer walk in the orchards just below the village. Around lunch time we 
left Dana and drove towards Little Petra. There are some Nabatean ruins to watch there; 
we also walked around the cultivated fields next to it. Night in Wadi Musa. 

- All day in Petra - entered from the Visitor Centre through the Siq just after 6 am and did 
not leave until closing time at 5 pm. Night in Wadi Musa. 

- Excursion to Wadi Rum. Night in Wadi Musa (we decided not to stay the night in Wadi 
Rum due to the cold nights). 

- Second day in Petra, this time entering via Umm Sayhoun entrance, walking the 
Turkmaniya Road down to the Basin Restaurant and then walking Wadi Siyagh as far as 
we could comfortably manage with cameras and binoculars. Early afternoon we left Petra 
and drove route 60 (Tafila - Fifa) down to the Dead Sea where we had about one hour left 
of daylight. Night in Madaba. 

- Finally, we spent all of Saturday along the Dead Sea before going to the airport late in the 
evening.  

 
Note that the whole country appeared very accessible, and you can walk anywhere that is not 
obviously private. 
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More about the sites  
 
Driving to Dana Biosphere Reserve on the King’s Highway 

We spent a large part of Sunday on the long drive on the King’s Highway from Madaba to Dana. 
The drive was mostly uneventful, except when passing through the wadis which all held water at 
this time of year and of course birds.  
 
In Wadi al Wala we had the trip’s only Jay, apart from getting our first general feel for Jordanian 
bird life next to the stream. Graceful Prinias were abundant, with a lone Cetti‘s Warbler singing in 
a bush. 
 
Before the descent into Wadi Mujib we stopped for the view and were rewarded also by two 
subadult Steppe Eagles as well as a fox and our first Tristram’s Starlings. At the bottom of the 
wadi we enjoyed a Great Grey Shrike spearing its prey on a barbed wire fence and then saw  
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several more on the ascent - curiously the only ones of the trip until we reached the Dead Sea on 
our last day. Other notable birds near the bottom of Wadi al Mujib were our first European 
Stonechats and Blackstarts.  
 
Our first Mourning Wheatear was spotted in a third wadi, Wadi al Hasa (near Karak) to be followed 
by many more during the trip.  

 



 
 
Dana Biosphere Reserve 

We reached Dana Historic Village at sunset on our first day, Sunday, too late for any birding that 
day, mostly noticing the calling Blackbirds, apart from Spectacled Bulbuls and Laughing Doves - 
two species that are always present. 
 

 
 
Monday morning we walked to Al Barra Forest (see map). A nice walk with Chukars everywhere, 
the trip’s only Rock Sparrow (by the school) and one male Blue Rock Thrush, to mention the 
highlights on the bird front. Apart from the birds, the landscape is incredibly beautiful, well worth a 
visit on its own merits. Unfortunately, the walk proved a lot longer than we expected and with a 
considerable elevation difference. As a result, having only three hours from dawn to breakfast, we 
basically walked to the forest and back, no time to linger once there. Not surprisingly, we did not 
see any Syrian Serins, supposedly residents of the forest.  
 

Al Barra forest shown in green:     
 

 




