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Red-tailed Hawk







Birdwatching in the Borderlands


Ditch your assumptions—and bring water.


unless you live in the desert, forget what you think you know about it. Throw away that vision of a monotonous sandscape strewn with tumbleweeds. In reality, few places offer such a vast array of habitats as Arizona and New Mexico, where aspen-tipped mountains meet saguaro sentinels of the low desert, canyons and caves meet vast grassland, and riparian corridors rich with cottonwoods meander like green ribbons through the arid, rocky landscape. In the southernmost reaches of the states, the tropics of Central and South America creep into the Madrean Sky Islands, while farther north, you meet the Rocky Mountains and the Kaibab Plateau. Among these mind-bendingly gorgeous landscapes, nearly 600 bird species occur in any given year. Of those, roughly 300 are resident breeders—a testament to the region’s astounding biodiversity.


As residents of Arizona (and admirers of our neighbors to the east) and as active members of the birding and conservation communities in our personal, professional, and volunteering lives, we are regularly reminded of the resilience required of the flora and fauna that call these seasonally inhospitable states home, and birds are no exception. Birding in the Southwest can be extremely accessible, from the benches at the lush Paton Center for Hummingbirds in Patagonia and the feeders at the famed Santa Rita Lodge in Madera Canyon, to what some might call, only half-jokingly, a death wish expedition to the rugged peaks and flash flood–prone canyons of our wilderness areas.


The signs of a changing climate are acute here. Invasive grasses lay claim to much of the landscape, exacerbated by unfettered grazing and irresponsible landscaping. Drought begets wildfire, now a regular occurrence in areas not historically prone or adapted to recover from it. To witness the loss of a swath of century-old saguaros is deeply unsettling. Water resources are alarmingly finite, and monsoon patterns, once as predictable as my Grandma Helen falling asleep within twenty minutes of a movie’s opening credits, have become inconsistent and nearly impossible to predict. Yet development rages on, and the birds are hard-pressed to adapt on the fly, pun entirely intended.


In short, this landscape—and the weather that accompanies it—will humble you. Spend enough time here, and you will experience bone-chilling cold and skin-sizzling heat, alpine peaks and sandstone canyons, all in a matter of hours. You might also spot a Golden Eagle and a Green Kingfisher. The Southwest is a birdwatcher’s paradise, no matter your skill level or birding style. We are constantly reminded of how lucky we are to live here, how fragile our existence on this land has become, and how the fractures of our relationship with the land must be healed for future generations of birds and birders.


We want this book to be a tool for birders of every skill and interest level, and we hope that our approach to this guide provokes thought, sparks joy, and helps you figure out what the heck that bird was. So grab this book, pack your sunscreen (along with more water than you think you can drink—throw an electrolyte pack in there while you’re at it), remember whose homelands you are visiting, and Leave No Trace as you venture out into our very birdy backyard.
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This map, commonly referenced by sciencey types in the region, shows the incredible habitat diversity present in Arizona and New Mexico.
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Adult Harris’s Hawk lifting off
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Upland Sonoran Desert near Florence, Arizona







An Acknowledgment of Occupancy


as you celebrate the birds of this region, please take a moment to reflect on, revere, and express gratitude for the deep history and stewardship of the dozens of Indigenous communities that have lived in the region for time immemorial and that continue to live and work throughout this now-occupied land. Members of at least forty-five tribes in Arizona and New Mexico moved throughout this unforgiving but bountiful landscape, working in harmony with its cycles of winter and summer rain, often migrating through its canyons and peaks with the seasons.


Land acknowledgements in and of themselves are gestures, nothing more. We believe, however, that these gestures are worth expressing, with hopes that, collectively, we may see an acknowledgement as a starting place for action—for supporting cultural easements and landback movements; for resisting the suppression of truth-telling as it relates to natural, cultural, and political history; and for assessing our own relationship with the land as part of, not separate from, the ecosystem.


While you are birding in Arizona and New Mexico, we hope you’ll take note of our guidance for birding on tribal lands.










What Do You Need to Bird?


you really don’t need anything special to enjoy birds. Go look (or listen) out your nearest window, no matter where you are, and you’ll likely be greeted by birds. Whether you’re in a rural or an urban setting, a natural habitat or a human-influenced ecosystem, your neighborhood or a national park, there’s no shortage of opportunity to spot a bird. That said, there’s also no shortage of gear that can enhance your experience and comfort while birding.


Clothing


Although there is no official birding dress code, it’s worth remembering that the Southwest holds a variety of rugged, harsh habitats, and your clothing is your first defense against the elements. Long sleeves and pants can be your best friends in thorny scrub, layered clothing will enable you to deal with drastic shifts in temperature, sturdy boots can protect you from unseen hazards in the brush, and a broad-brimmed hat can shield you from the often oppressive sun. Most importantly, know the areas you will be birding, watch the weather, and dress accordingly.


It’s also worth considering the impact your clothing choices can have on the birds you hope to observe. For example, bright or noisy clothing can alert birds to your presence, robbing you of the chance to see them before they see you. Lastly, consider your own comfort. If you’re not comfortable, you’ll be wasting energy that you could be using to find birds!


Optics


A pair of binoculars is the go-to tool for birding, and there are a few things you should know. First, binoculars range widely in price. The things that come with a price tag are durability, water- and vapor-proofing image quality, and an increased ability to gather light. So before you purchase binoculars, ask yourself some questions about how you want to use them. Will they take a beating in the field or will they be safely stored at home? Will you be birding in dimly lit forests or at a local park? Depending on their use, expensive binoculars can make anywhere from a huge to a tiny difference in your birding experience.


Next, it’s important to understand the numbers that accompany all pairs of binoculars. The first number is the magnification factor. The second number is the diameter of the front lens in millimeters. So, for example, a pair of 7×35 binoculars will magnify your view by 700 percent compared to the naked eye and will have a 35mm front lens, and 8×42 binoculars will magnify your view by 800 percent and will have a 42mm front lens. Both of these variations are popular among birders.


Both magnification and lens size come with trade-offs. High magnification can give you a shot at identifying distant birds, but it can make it difficult to track those that are close by. Also, high magnification amplifies the effect of shaky hands, and because high magnification binoculars are often heavy and bulky, at some point this becomes a problem for even the most steady handed birders. A large front lens increases the binoculars’ ability to gather light, but the larger the lens, the narrower the field of view (the size of the area you can see through the binoculars) becomes. Large front lenses can help when you’re looking for subtle field marks in dim lighting, but the narrow field of view they offer can make birds in motion difficult to spot. When looking for high-magnification optics for identifying distant, slow-moving birds such as waterfowl and raptors, birders usually stop at 10×50 binoculars before moving onto tripod-mounted spotting scopes, which can overcome the limitations of high magnification and provide increased accessibility for people for whom binoculars are not a good fit.
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Binoculars are nice for details and spying on shy sparrows, but charismatic species like this Vermilion Flycatcher are easy to enjoy sans optics.






Identification Tools


Last on the list of helpful birding tools to consider are bird identification resources. While observing birds, you are bound to run into identification puzzles; questions about range, habitat, and seasonality; and countless other wonders. To satisfy your curiosity, field guides (like this one), electronic apps, and bird checklists for your area are great tools to bring along. Also, bring a writing utensil and a pad—your own field notes can be invaluable down the road.


Most importantly, remember that the birds don’t care how you’re dressed or through what equipment you’re viewing them. They don’t even care if you know what species they are. Just be safe, get out there, and see some birds!
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The underbelly of a tricksy Myiarchus flycatcher in flight doesn’t give you much to go on; refer to the species accounts and then come back to identify it, if you dare!







Bird Identification


spoiler alert: Sometimes it’s really difficult. Sometimes, you just can’t. And that is absolutely fine, but these tips will help.


The value of a bird doesn’t depend on your ability to identify it. Similarly, your identity as a birder doesn’t hinge on your ability or desire to identify every bird you encounter. Nevertheless, if you’re watching birds, at some point you’re likely to be curious about exactly what you’re observing, and that brings us to identification, which requires a process of observation, analysis, and deduction.


Iconic birds such as the Greater Road- runner and Cactus Wren (the state birds of New Mexico and Arizona, respectively) are easy to identify, being emblematic of the region and well known even by the nonbirding public. Others, such as the Vermilion Flycatcher and Yellow-headed Blackbird, are easy to identify because of their exceptional uniqueness and descriptive monikers. If only they could all be so distinct! Species of sparrows, shorebirds (or “peeps”), gulls, flycatchers, and a handful of lookalikes spread across other groups can be frustratingly difficult to differentiate. There’s a reason sparrows have been not-so-affectionately referred to as “little brown jobs.” When you encounter these challenges, you’ll want to gather every available clue.


Birding by Eye


It probably goes without saying, but a bird’s physical appearance can offer many clues about its identity. But you have to know what to look for, and sometimes that can be complicated. It helps to become familiar with the basic parts of birds as well as field marks, or physical traits observable in the field that are helpful in distinguishing individual species. It’s not uncommon for a beginning birder to record a long list of a mystery bird’s features, only to return home and realize they failed to record the one feature that would’ve led to successful identification.


It also helps to start with broad observations before honing in on smaller details. General features such as overall shape and structure; bill, body, wing, and tail shape; posture; size; flight pattern; and behavior can help you organize birds into taxonomic, or evolutionarily related, groups, such as hummingbirds, woodpeckers, sandpipers, and so on. A slightly closer look can reveal groups within groups—Empidonax versus Myiarchus flycatchers, for example. The birds featured in this book are organized by these groups, or in taxonomic order, so starting with these categories will help you find the appropriate section in which to search. Once you’ve found the correct group, start paying attention to more species-specific field marks—pattern, color, and more nuanced observations of size, shape, and structure. Each group will have its own set of field marks that are of outsized importance in identification, such as head and tail shape in accipiters or leg color and bill shape in shorebirds.


But what do you do when you can’t get a good look?


Birding by Ear


You may not be able to get a great look at a bird for many reasons. It could be a particularly skulky bird, hiding behind dense branches and never offering you a full view. The bird could be extremely far away. You might be distracted by something else, such as another bird or a conversation with fellow birders. Or maybe you did get a good look but you’re trying to choose between two visually indistinguishable birds (those pesky flycatchers!). Whatever the case may be, your ears can offer you a whole new set of clues. Sounds can be helpful in identifying unseen or poorly seen birds, they are critical to differentiating visually indistinguishable species, and they enhance birding accessibility for people with impaired sight.


With many species having their own unique song (often complex vocalizations used in courtship) and with all having their own array of calls (usually simpler vocalizations used for contact, alarm, territoriality, or other announcements beyond a desire to breed), birding by ear can seem daunting. However, training your ears is really no different from training your eyes. First, familiarize yourself with the basic types of calls and songs you may encounter, such as the sharp chip and melodious song of a warbler, the rattling laughter of a woodpecker, or the buzzy, rolling song of a bunting. Again, knowing the basic types of calls and songs you may observe will help you file your observation into a taxonomic group of birds so you can narrow down your options when listening to them. From there, as with visual observation, it comes down to more minute details: Was that vireo’s call three parts or two? Was that warbler’s call ascending or descending in pitch? It’s also important to remember that both calls and songs can vary regionally and among individuals. One thing that is helpful to pay attention to beyond the specific pattern of a bird’s call or song is its general voice: Summer Tanagers, for example, have a smooth voice, while Western Tanagers have a gravelly one. Learning the general voice of an individual species can help you identify it even when it’s making an unusual vocalization that you can’t find in a recording.


The Lookalike Dilemma


Was that a Cooper’s Hawk or a Sharp-shinned Hawk? A Rufous-crowned Sparrow or a Rufous-winged Sparrow? The abundance of lookalike species can seem endlessly maddening as you’re trying to identify a bird. Worry not, however, for this is where you really get to hone your birding skills.


Behavior


So you think you’re close to nailing that identification, but you just can’t get a good enough look at the bird’s shoulder patch, malar stripe, or rump to come to a decisive conclusion. Luckily, birds and their surroundings offer us a bit more information to work with. Often, their behavior offers a “tell.” Cue the Spotted Sandpiper. You’re watching at a distance, and it seems impossible to decipher which darn peep you’re observing. Then you notice its tail, bobbing up and down as it quickly skitters along the shore, all by its lonesome. Now you’re equipped with the tools you need to make that identification. When we’re beginners, it’s easy to get caught up in appearances, but it’s often these subtle behavioral clues that tell us so much more. Is the bird flying solo or in a flock? Foraging on the forest floor or plucking berries from a shrub? Once you’ve watched the distinct behaviors of a species, you’ll find that behaviors are not only a joy to observe, but they’re also a great way to commit a species, and your experience watching them, to memory. When you’re out in the field, take your time observing, even if you’ve already got that identification all figured out.
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Rufous-winged Sparrows don’t always show off their rufous wings, which are really just tiny shoulder patches. A singing sparrow can make identification much easier.
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It’s easy to mistake this Brown- crested Flycatcher for its relative, the Ash-throated Flycatcher—they often dwell in the same habitat and are nearly identical.
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Adult male Phainopepla






Season, Range, and Habitat


The season, range, and habitat in which you make your observations are your next clues, and they are often the most helpful tools in your identification toolbox when differentiating between lookalike species, particularly when your subject doesn’t vocalize. Our human seasons, in birding terms, coincide with the seasons of a bird’s migratory cycle. In short, there is a breeding season typically in late spring to late summer, migration seasons in spring and fall, and overwintering/nonbreeding seasons. Resident species remain in their range year round, though this term can be an overgeneralization. The Phainopepla, for instance, breeds in the low desert in early spring, only to migrate to higher elevations for a second breeding cycle in summer.


Bird migration is spectacular to behold, and there are still many mysteries to be unraveled. There’s nothing quite like sitting under the moonlight as thousands of warblers or thrushes fly silently overhead (with the exception of their inconspicuous migration calls) or, conversely, being awakened at 2:00 a.m. to a cacophony of Sandhill Cranes. But the once reliable migration patterns of many species are beginning to shift in response to climate change—both in timing and in course. Sightings of rarities are becoming more commonplace as storms become more intense and frequent, knocking birds off course, and as ranges of species shift northward.


Range refers to the geographic boundaries of a species, as opposed to habitat, which represents the features within a bird’s range where it forages or feeds, roosts, or nests. For example, the range of Yellow-breasted Chat spans much of the North American continent and they can be found throughout Arizona and New Mexico, but a sighting is highly unlikely in arid lands, as they prefer brushy habitats along rivers and streams.
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Sandhill Cranes






When you’re in the field trying to distinguish between a little brown job and another little brown job, remember to ask yourself a couple of questions: Is it within season? Is this the species’ preferred habitat? Each bird species account in this guide includes range and habitat descriptions and, except in accounts of the rarest species, a range map. These tools will help you determine whether the bird you’re observing is within range and season.


Tips and Pitfalls


If you’ve never misidentified a bird, you haven’t spent much time birding. Though these mistakes can be (and are) made by even the most experienced birders, a few common blunders can trick beginning birders into a misidentification.


The first is not recognizing how subjective size can be. All sorts of variables, such as distance, perspective, motion, and even state of mind, can affect a birder’s perception. Reference points such as objects or birds of known size can be helpful but are not always available. For these reasons, be wary of using size as a definitive field mark. A species’ color can also vary, influenced by lighting, individual variation, feather wear, and time of year. Hence, you may notice that the colors you see on birds you observe may not match exactly the shades shown in this book’s photos. To avoid the trappings of size and color, you should identify birds with multiple field marks and observations about seasonality, behavior, and habitat. The more information you can gather to confirm one species and rule out others, the better.


Another way to avoid misidentifications is to consider the most common birds first. Rare birds are just that, after all. It’s smart, then, to start with the likely suspects and work your way out, considering rarities only once you’ve ruled out the birds common to the area (and in season). Studying ahead and becoming familiar with common species can help you avoid spending time digging through a field guide while there are birds to be watching. Local bird songs are a great addition to any playlist, and thumbing through this guide is a good way to pass the time between birding trips.


Alas, studying will get you only so far. The best way to improve your identification skills is through experience. Get out and bird as much as you can. Take advantage of others’ experience by connecting with local birders, or take your friends birding and learn together. Most importantly, don’t get discouraged! Even the most impressive birders, whether they admit it or not, had to start somewhere, and the struggle to identify a bird is half the fun.


Plumage Variation


No matter how hard you study, no matter how well you know every species’ identifying features, birds can throw you a curveball.


Birds of the same species (conspecifics) can differ greatly in physical appearance for a multitude of reasons, the first being simple individual variation. Just as humans in the same family can vary physically, so can birds within a population. Within a species, slight variations in size, color, and pattern should be expected, and this makes it especially important to focus on field marks, which tend to remain consistent across individuals (with some being more reliable than others). Field marks won’t always help you with juvenile birds, though—just ask anyone who has mistaken a juvenile Verdin, which lacks the bright yellow head of the adult, for a wildly out-of-range Bushtit. It pays to consider other identifiers, such as overall shape and posture, habitat, and behavior; to think about what other species are in the area to which a young bird could belong; to watch for adults; and to become familiar with juvenile plumages, especially for birds like Bald Eagles and Summer Tanagers that retain their youthful looks for multiple seasons.
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A Dusky-capped Flycatcher has a big noggin in relation to its body, which helps as a subtle field mark, but using only size to identify it can be tricky in the field because it resembles several doppelganger Myiarchus species.
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Juvenile Verdin






Another reason conspecific birds can differ in physical appearance is their sex, a feature referred to as sexual dimorphism. Such dimorphism can be minimal or lacking (as in doves and thrashers), subtle but apparent (as in woodpeckers and sparrows), or dramatic (as in hummingbirds and buntings). Historically, birding and avian science have been biased toward male birds. Perhaps this is because sexism is inherent in even the most niche corners of our society, or perhaps it is because in the majority of (but not all) avian species, the males are the flashier and more vocal of the two sexes, making them easier to observe and study. In the most egregious cases, birders and scientists have paid no mind to females except to note them as the males’ counterparts. Not only does this have implications for bird identification, but because female birds often exhibit behaviors and have habitat requirements that differ from those of males, it’s to the detriment of science and conservation as well.


Birds can also vary within a species geographically. In species such as the White- crowned Sparrow, individuals vary depending upon which breeding population they belong to. In these species, the variation can be subtle. In others species, such as the Dark-eyed Junco, the differences can be dramatic. Relating to geography (but also timing), individuals can undergo drastic changes in appearance as they shift between spring/summer (breeding) and fall/winter (nonbreeding) plumage, a process of feather loss and regrowth known as molting. Molting serves several functions for birds. It enables brightly colored breeders to blend in more easily during the nonbreeding season, it helps migratory birds prepare for and recover from their travels, and, most basically, it replaces old, worn feathers with shiny new ones.
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The adult male Anna’s Hummingbird in the image above shows little color in its gorget when in the shade, but in the right light—bedazzling!
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Although not all of these features are distinct or present on every bird, they often serve as diagnostic field marks that are critical for identification when a bird is reluctant to offer other clues through vocalization and other species-specific behaviors.






Lastly, lighting can drastically alter a bird’s appearance. Some birds, such as hummingbirds that show off their brightly colored throats, or gorgets, by turning their heads to catch the sun just right, use lighting to their advantage. All birds, however, can vary in brightness and color depending upon the available light. Don’t use color as your sole field mark when birding in excessively dim or bright conditions, and keep in mind that the sparrow you spotted during a brilliant Southwestern sunset might not actually have been pink.


Though we wish it were possible to capture and curate photographs for this guide that fully encompass all possible variations, it’s not—unless you’d like to carry around multiple volumes, or an entire book about Red-tailed Hawks. For this reason, avoid trying to match your observed bird exactly with photos in this book, pay attention to consistent field marks, and consider all available clues, not just physical appearance, when identifying birds.


Parts of a Bird


The diagram above should help you when fellow birders start throwing around words that sound like they belong on an ingredients list.


Glossary of Plumage Terms


You too can throw out a nerdy bird term and impress, or annoy, your friends.




	
auricular Feathers surrounding and channeling sound into the bird’s ear


	
ceres Fleshy area of the upper mandible where the nostrils are located, present mainly on birds of prey, scavenging species, and parrots


	
chin Patch of feathers directly below the bill/lower mandible


	
crest Tuft of feathers atop a bird’s crown, often raised or lowered as a means of communication


	
crown Top of the head, or cap


	
eye ring Ring of feathers encircling the eye, often in contrast to surrounding plumage


	
eyeline Feathered, contrasting stripe extending laterally from the eye toward the nape/back of crown


	
flanks Feathered area along the bird’s sides, extending from the legs to under the wings


	
forehead Area directly above the bill


	
gorget Bib of iridescent feathers on the throats of many hummingbirds, particularly showy in adult males


	
lores Small area between the eye and the base of the bill


	
malar stripe Contrasting feathered stripe that runs downward and backward from the base of the bill along the sides of the throat


	
mandible Bill, lower and upper


	
mantle Upper back


	
mustachial stripe Contrasting feathered stripe that runs backward and downward from the base of the bill between the malar area and auriculars


	
nape Back of neck


	
orbital ring Bare, unfeathered skin circling the eye


	
primaries Flight feathers extending from the outer half of the wing


	
primary coverts Rows of feathers covering the base of primary flight feathers


	
scapulars Feathers along the sides of a bird’s back, covering the base of the wing


	
secondaries Flight feathers extending from the inner half of the wing


	
secondary coverts Rows of feathers covering the base of the secondary flight feathers


	
subterminal band Often found in raptors, a contrasting band running across the tail, slightly above the tip


	
supercilium Eyebrow stripe; contrasting stripe running laterally above the eye


	
supraloral Area directly above the lores


	
tail coverts Small feathers at the base of the tail


	
tertials Innermost secondary flight feathers between the rest of the secondaries and the scapulars


	
throat Area below the chin and above the upper breast


	
undertail coverts Feathered patch covering base of tail feathers/vent area


	
wingbars Contrasting stripes on the wing surface, usually present on wing covert tips


	
wingtips Tips of primary flight feathers
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Anatomy of a wing
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Yellow-billed Cuckoos are a rare sight for most birders in the Southwest, but in areas rich with cottonwoods, willows, and oaks, these “rain crows” can be heard calling at dawn and dusk during the breeding season.







Finding Birds


Be warned: You can’t turn off your birding senses once they’ve been activated!


Once your eyes and ears are open to birds, you’ll never stop seeing them. Maybe you’ll be gardening or walking the dog when you notice a species you’ve never seen before. Perhaps you’ll be enjoying another outdoor activity when an unfamiliar song or call catches your ear. Or maybe you’ll be sitting in a work meeting when that much needed distraction swoops past a window. Birds can bring new joy to old activities, connect you more deeply to places you already know and love, and add excitement to otherwise banal tasks. Once you’re hooked on birds, they tend to find you whether you’re looking or not.


That said, many birders enjoy the challenge of seeking out birds, building long and meticulous “life lists,” finding rarities and local specialties. It’s easy enough to consult the birding community’s data through online resources like eBird or to glean information from them directly by joining the numerous social media groups and organizations facilitated by birders, but it can be far more rewarding to do the work yourself. If you’re up to the challenge, the task of finding birds comes down to four things: being in the right place, being there at the right time, honing your knowledge and observation skills, and finding birds before they find you.


Right Place, Right Time


“The right place” can be a place with a large overall number of birds, a place with a large number of species, or a place likely to support the specific species you’re looking for. When you’re looking for large numbers of birds, aim for areas of healthy habitats that offer the four things that all animals need: food, shelter, space, and water. The Southwest’s scarcity of water can have an outsized impact on bird productivity, so wetlands, lakes, ponds, rivers, streams, and washes, as well as places where we add water to the landscape such as agricultural areas and parks, should be high on your list. When looking for these areas of high productivity, pay attention to other flora and fauna. Are the plant species you’d expect to see in a given habitat present? Are you seeing a good selection of other wildlife such as insects, reptiles, and mammals?


When looking for a high species-diversity, continue to watch for the signs of overall high productivity, but also look for areas where multiple habitat types come together. These areas of habitat convergence, known as ecotones, can be particularly diverse and can offer you the opportunity to observe multiple communities of birds in a single visit. Areas with this sort of diversity include mountains, where changes in elevation result in changes in habitat; drainages, where the distance from water informs habitat type; and human-influenced areas, where differing land uses create artificial habitat diversity.
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Remember, if you know you’re heading out to look for birds, it’s best to blend in and adopt a low profile look for the day. In our region, wearing plain colors, long sleeves, and closed-toed shoes is a better idea than wearing bright colors and sandals.






When seeking a particular species of bird, continue to watch for overall productivity and diversity, but also pay attention to your target species’ natural history. In what habitat types does it live? Across what geography does it range? What does it eat? With what other species does it associate? We’ve made your work easy by including much of this information in this guide, and taking the time to read up on your target species will help you narrow your search, saving you much time and effort.


To be successful, you’ll have to visit the right place at the right time, and, again, this can mean different things. It can refer to the time of day. Songbirds are typically most active in the early morning and just before dusk, raptors soar later in the day once the sun begins creating the updrafts of warm air they depend on for lift, and nightjars (such as nighthawks) and owls tend to be most active between sunset and sunrise.


Being in a place at the right time can also refer to seasonality. Many of the birds described in this book are present in the Southwest year round, while others may visit the region only during the spring and summer breeding season, winter, or spring and/or fall migration. Spring and summer can be a great time to visit riparian (streamside) areas for breeding neotropical migrants that have migrated north from South and Central America. Winter can be a great time to view waterfowl and shorebirds that have flown in from the north. Consider visiting the lower Colorado River in winter to see incredible concentrations of ducks and grebes, stopping by Arizona’s Willcox Playa, or visiting New Mexico’s Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge to view thousands upon thousands of Sandhill Cranes and Snow Geese—truly one of North America’s greatest wildlife spectacles.


During migration season, birders are on the lookout for birds traveling between their wintering and breeding grounds. At this time of year, landscape features such as mountains and rivers can be great places to bird, because they provide pathways of productive habitat through the Southwest’s often harsh and arid lowlands. During migration, it’s also worth paying attention to isolated urban habitat patches. For example, a patch of pine trees in an urban park can be exactly what a high-elevation migrant is looking for when passing through the desert.


Birding at the right time can also refer to the weather. Conditions such as heavy precipitation, strong winds, and extreme temperatures can make birds difficult to observe—but don’t let poor weather deter you entirely. The short breaks between storms during the Southwest’s rainy seasons can offer opportunities to see birds frantically feeding before the next storm hits, and hurricanes traveling northward from Mexico can push rare birds our way.


Even if you’re in the right place at the right time, you’ll need keen observation skills and knowledge to find birds and identify what you are seeing or hearing. Before heading out to look for birds, take some time to learn what species are prevalent where you’re going and during the season you’re visiting, and then study their appearance, habitat preferences, behavior, songs, and calls.


Lastly, finding birds often comes down to observing them before they observe you. Try to make your approach as quiet as possible by keeping your voice down, being careful where you step, and wearing neutral-colored and quiet clothing. Try to be as unobtrusive as possible by not standing out in the open or getting too close, consider the size of your group, and above all else, be patient. Sitting still and quietly in the right place at the right time is often the best approach to spotting birds.
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Saguaro National Park







Birding Hotspots


no matter the time of year, birds provide a great excuse to get out and see something—and somewhere—new, and there is no shortage of destinations throughout Arizona and New Mexico.
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The Catalina Highway provides astounding habitat diversity, from saguaro forest to spruce-fir woodlands, in less than 30 paved miles.
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Sweetwater Wetlands in Tucson
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Sandhill Cranes lower their landing gear at Whitewater Draw Wildlife Area.







Arizona


Southeast Arizona


Sweetwater Wetlands This is an urban birder’s paradise, especially for a desert dweller. With the creative use of reclaimed wastewater, the City of Tucson has developed a wetlands complex in the heart of the city that serves as an oasis for birds and people alike. Boasting more than 300 observed species, this is an easy stop off Interstate 10 that will bring you desert classics such as the Greater Roadrunner and the Abert’s Towhee alongside Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks and Cinnamon Teals. Bonus: It is entirely accessible, with wide, paved pathways and restrooms.


Catalina Highway/Mount Lemmon A drive into the Catalina Mountains leads up to Mount Lemmon, which towers over the city of Tucson on its northeastern boundary. Mount Lemmon provides a whirlwind tour of seven distinct biomes, from desert saguaro stands to spruce, pine, and aspen at its peak. The diversity of bird species is as astounding as the scenery along the way, and in the desert spring and summer, the higher elevations bring relief from the heat. Olive and Red-faced warblers, Western Flycatchers, Golden Eagles, and Steller’s Jays await at the higher elevations.


Whitewater Draw Wildlife Area This seasonal wetland is known for its throngs of overwintering Sandhill Cranes. Flocks of 30,000 or more cranes mingle with migrating Snow Geese and Yellow-headed, Red-winged, and Brewer’s blackbirds for sunrise and sunset spectacles, making it worth the two-hour drive southeast from Tucson.


Madera Canyon Less than an hour’s drive south of Tucson, this is a relatively accessible gateway into the Santa Rita Mountains. Madera Canyon offers several paved paths, well-maintained hiking trails, and a paved road leading to a busy feeder station notorious for Magnificent Hummingbirds, Arizona Woodpeckers, Gould’s Wild Turkeys, and the entertaining antics of Mexican Jays. Birders flock to the canyon in search of the Elegant Trogon—but even if you don’t find one, you’ll not be disappointed in the many consolation prizes you’re bound to observe.


Patagonia This is not the scenic area in South America, but a delightful little town 60 miles southeast of Tucson in the foothills of its namesake Sky Island, the Patagonia Mountains. Patagonia acts as a quirky, delightful home base for the famed Paton Center for Hummingbirds, where you can witness the splendor of Violet-crowned Hummingbirds and Northern Beardless-Tyrannulets, and then head over to Patagonia Lake State Park to seek the diminutive Green Kingfisher for an easy, laid-back day of Southeast Arizona specialties.


Chiricahua Wilderness/Portal Within the Chiricahua Mountains at the extreme southeast corner of Arizona, this dramatic landscape teeming with life is a well-known destination for birders, plant nerds, bug enthusiasts, and herpers (reptile and amphibian seekers). Hit up Cave Creek Canyon for a scenic and birdy hike. In Portal, visit the Southwestern Research Station’s hummingbird feeders during monsoon season for a chance to see a Blue-throated Mountain-gem.
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A Gould’s Wild Turkey forages under the feeder station at Santa Rita Lodge in Madera Canyon.
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Violet-crowned Hummingbirds are a mainstay at Tucson Audubon’s Paton Center for Hummingbirds in Patagonia.
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The South Fork Trail at Cave Creek Canyon offers an imposing view of the Chiricahua Mountains.






Southwest Arizona


Lower Colorado River wildlife refuges Scattered along the lower Colorado River on the southwest border of Arizona are a string of national wildlife refuges including Bill Williams River, Cibola, Havasu, and Imperial. Together, they provide a haven for species that rely on riparian habitat, freshwater marsh, and open water.


Central Arizona


Riparian Preserve at Water Ranch In the suburb of Gilbert just east of Phoenix, this preserve offers area residents and visitors an accessible birding hotspot that draws more than 300 species to its wetlands. The preserve uses treated wastewater to create a complex of wetland habitats, which often draws rarities and vagrants, such as the Roseate Spoonbill, seeking water among a sea of suburbia and asphalt.


Boyce Thompson Arboretum An hour west of Phoenix, the arboretum is a great spot for spring and fall migrants, offering a verdant hideaway in an otherwise rocky, arid landscape. The oldest and largest botanical garden in Arizona, known as BTA to frequent visitors, is ADA accessible, with guided walks, native plant sales, and unique habitats to explore.


Tres Rios Wetlands Thirty minutes west of the Phoenix metro area in the shadow of the Sierra Estrella Mountains, this large complex of wetlands is adjacent to agricultural fields, offering birding opportunities along the way, and is frequented by several species of conservation concern, including the Ridgway’s Rail, Willow Flycatcher, and Yellow-billed Cuckoo.


Northern Arizona


Watson and Willow Lakes Ecosystem Within Prescott city limits, the lakes of this Important Bird Area (IBA) are notable for large concentrations of waterfowl and shorebirds during fall and winter, with an abundance of Wood Ducks, Yellow Warblers, and Green Herons during the breeding season.


Grand Canyon National Park The spectacle of the big ditch aside, the canyon offers a range of habitats—from pine forest to desertscrub and riparian—with more than 370 species present. The North Rim offers the greatest habitat diversity with a broader elevation range, and it rewards visitors with fewer crowds, while the South Rim offers an easy road trip from Phoenix or Flagstaff.


Anderson Mesa/Mormon Lake About 20 miles southeast of Flagstaff, Anderson Mesa is an IBA with global significance, primarily for its population of Pinyon Jays. Nearby coniferous and deciduous forests, open grasslands, and Lake Mary and Mormon Lake offer birders a diverse suite of species, including White Pelicans, Purple Martins, Bald Eagles, and Virginia’s and Red-faced warblers.
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The Riparian Preserve at Water Ranch is a birder’s playground and a bird’s lifeline—an oasis within the sprawling suburbs of Phoenix.






New Mexico


Western/Southwest New Mexico


Percha Dam State Park An easy stop along the Rio Grande, about 20 miles northwest of Hatch, Percha Dam State Park is relatively accessible and offers camping accommodations. The combination of riparian habitat and cottonwood bosque makes for outstanding birdwatching during migration, with American Goshawks and Golden Eagles mingling with migrating warblers and waterfowl.


Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge A short drive south from Socorro, this refuge is a must-stop on your winter birding checklist. The Bosque serves as wintering grounds for tens of thousands of Sandhill Cranes, Snow Geese, and waterfowl. As winter fades, springtime warblers filter through the bosque and shorebirds abound in the wetlands, welcoming the change of seasons.
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Bosque del Apache NWR draws tens of thousands of waterfowl and Sandhill Cranes.
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Adjacent to charming Silver City, the Gila National Forest will please birders and nonbirders alike with its awe-inspiring Gila Cliff Dwellings






Gila National Forest Where the high Chihuahuan Desert meets the Rocky Mountains, Silver City serves as an ideal home base for birding adventures throughout this largely undeveloped national forest. Find Red-faced Warblers, Painted Redstarts, Montezuma Quail, Greater Pewees, and American Goshawks among absolutely stunning landscapes and cliff dwellings, and perhaps take a break to soak in a hot spring!


.


Mesilla Valley Bosque State Park Though the habitat here has taken a beating from wildfire and drought in recent years, the park still warrants a stop when visiting the Las Cruces area. It remains a popular site for wintering raptors and Long-eared Owls and will not fail to serve up many desert classics such as the Pyrrhuloxia.


Central New Mexico/Albuquerque/Santa Fe


Rio Grande Nature Center State Park This true gem within the Albuquerque city limits shines brightest during migration seasons, providing winged visitors an urban oasis of riparian corridor and bosque. Of the more than 300 species that frequent the park, only 40 or so are residents, offering birders seasonal variety in an accessible wildland setting.


Las Vegas National Wildlife Refuge Clearly the superior Las Vegas, this New Mexico refuge at the intersection of the Great Plains, Rocky Mountains, and Chihuahuan Desert offers a variety of habitat including riparian corridor, grassland, meadow, marsh, seasonal mudflats, and woodland. Sandhill Cranes arrive en masse in autumn, where they join migratory shorebirds and waterfowl, Bald Eagles, Long-billed Curlews, and Burrowing Owls.
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Urban refuges such as Rio Grande Nature Center State Park offer some of the best birding opportunities around, especially during peak migration, when they are nearly always stopovers for hungry birds needing to rest.
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Maxwell NWR offers up specialties galore, such as the elusive Black Tern, a species in steep decline across its range.






Northern New Mexico


Rio Fernando Wetlands Straddling the eastern- and westernmost range boundaries for many bird species, this relatively tiny, 30-acre wetland habitat surrounded by upland fields and forests offers a chance to catch Black-capped Chickadees mingling with Western Tanagers. This worthwhile pit stop for Taos County visitors yields great reward for little effort.


Maxwell National Wildlife Refuge A bit more than two hours northeast of Albuquerque, this refuge’s picturesque rolling prairie aptly caters to grassland species such as Chestnut-collared Longspur, while its lakes draw Black Terns, Wilson’s Phalaropes, and Western and Clark’s grebes. Burrowing Owls are known to inhabit old rodent dens, so keep your eyes peeled for those two-legged potatoes with golden eyes!


Eastern/Southeast New Mexico


Milnesand Prairie Preserve Owned and managed by The Nature Conservancy, this vast, 28,000-acre property on New Mexico’s eastern boundary is home to a remarkable density of Lesser Prairie-Chickens and their leks, where males display elaborate courtship rituals. Note that there is limited access to this preserve, and it is recommended that potential visitors contact The Nature Conservancy’s New Mexico office for more details before visiting.


Melrose Woods migrant trap Just west of the village of Melrose in a sea of grasslands stands a small remnant patch of cottonwood and poplar that act as a magnet for birds seeking refuge and respite during migration. A year-round home to Barn and Great Horned owls, this unassuming stand can be truly aflutter in spring and fall with warblers, flycatchers, vireos, orioles, and sparrows.
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Bitter Lake NWR draws thousands of wintering birds.






Bitter Lake National Wildlife Refuge Some of the richest biodiversity and birding in the state lies just a few miles from famed Roswell. This 24,000-acre refuge along the Pecos River draws thousands of wintering Snow and Ross’s geese, Sandhill Cranes, a plethora of duck species, and hundreds of Wilson’s Phalaropes to its shores, while desert specialties such as the Harris’s Hawk and Pyrrhuloxia lurk in the bosque.
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A migrant trap that draws birds from both east and west, Carlsbad Caverns National Park is a marvel in its own right, where you can spend your nights looking for bats!






Rattlesnake Springs at Carlsbad Caverns National Park A whopping 357 species have been recorded in this relatively small park oasis. Beyond its draw as a migratory stopover point, Rattlesnake Springs is a breeding site for three of New Mexico’s threatened species: the Bell’s Vireo, the Gray Vireo, and the Varied Bunting, as well as the brightly colorful Painted Bunting. Pay special attention during migration, as spring serves as a migrant trap for wayward warblers and other rarities.
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A Yellow-rumped Warbler inspects the contents of a trash bin at Gene C. Reid Park in central Tucson.







Bringing Birds to You


birding is a fine excuse to take grand adventures into the wilderness. It’s also a great excuse to go for a walk in a park or community garden, sit on the patio, or pay a visit to a local water treatment plant (some seriously great birding, if not the sexiest locale). One of the biggest perks of the pastime is that you can observe and hear birds virtually anywhere, from garbage dumps to garden groves, and with a little bit of effort, you can bring them right to you.


Urban Birding


City parks are bird magnets, particularly during migration, when they serve as oases in seas of asphalt and development. Often equipped with a combination of water features, forest canopy, and grassy areas, parks can attract surprising species diversity, and their residents are sometimes a bit more tolerant of our gawking than are their counterparts farther afield.


Cemeteries, office parks, and apartment complexes—particularly those with high concentrations of native flora—should be high on every urban birder’s list. Most birders realize fairly quickly that it pays to have binoculars within reach at all times, even in places not immediately thought of as likely birding hotspots.


Water treatment plants and water reclamation facilities can offer some spectacular birding opportunities in a desert landscape. Two of Arizona’s top eBird hotspots, Sweetwater Wetlands and the Riparian Preserve at Water Ranch in Gilbert, fall into this category, with upwards of 300 species observed.


No Yard Necessary


You don’t need a backyard to “backyard bird.” A window or a patio works just fine, and in Arizona and New Mexico, you can attract a variety of hummingbird species year round with a simple feeder and some sugar water (don’t buy that red stuff, sugar and water is all you need, and it’s better for the birds). Just be sure to keep feeders clean, and treat windows with decals or other deterrents to avoid avian collisions. If properly situated, birdhouses are often appreciated by cavity-nesting species—no yard necessary, but do your research before placing them.


Plants for Birds


If you have a yard, consider creating habitat rather than relying on feeders to draw in birds. The two most impactful things you can do to attract birds are to provide water and native plants. The thrill of watching a hummingbird or an oriole treat itself to the nectar from the flowers you grew from seed, or hosting nesting birds year after year, is worth the effort. You’ll be increasing habitat connectivity for birds while benefiting pollinator species to boot. You can often collect seeds for free if you know what to look for.
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A male Costa’s Hummingbird visits the flowers of a chuparosa.
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This little house has been occupied for several consecutive breeding seasons by a family of Black-capped Chickadees. This proud parent is bringing home a mouthful of caterpillars, one of hundreds of trips made in a single day.






Brush piles provide shelter and safety for sparrows, finches, and lizards (not birds, but fun bycatch—and why not share the love?). They cost nothing to create and might just get you to trim that tree you’ve neglected for too long. Water features provide a critical resource in the arid Southwest and draw everything from warblers to owls. Just keep the water clean, shallow, and, preferably, moving.


Ethics and Etiquette


No one wants to be that jerk who gets up in the middle of the game, blocking someone’s view of the winning goal. We don’t cut in line, we don’t use our cell phones at the movies, and we certainly do not disturb owls! As an activity enjoyed by millions, birding has relatively universal community guidelines, for better or worse. Because you won’t find birder etiquette conspicuously posted at every birding site, here are a few guidelines that may help you avoid any unnecessary shame on future outings and help you offer gentle reminders to others during your birding adventures.


Proximity


As a general rule, when birding, your behavior should not impact the birds’ behavior, disturb their nests or roosts, or cause harm to their habitat. If you are flushing birds, you’re too close. If you’re trampling plant life, you’re destroying habitat and food sources. If you’re forcing a bird away from its nest or stopping it from courting, feeding, calling, or sleeping, that’s right, you’re too close!


Do stay on the trail to view birds, plants, and other wildlife. Do use optics if you have them, giving birds their personal space. Otherwise, use those ears! Vocalization is far and away the best mode of identification and an impressive skill to acquire.


Callbacks


Callbacks, in this context, are recordings of bird calls that are broadcast via audio device in the field—an enormously useful tool for those conducting bird surveys or otherwise providing species data intended to discover or protect habitat for birds. Occasionally, group leaders will use recorded calls or mimic bird vocalizations to draw in a target species (an owl prowl, for instance) for the enjoyment of the group. Scientists and guides use these methods judiciously and infrequently, and they cease playback as soon as the target bird is detected.


Using callbacks as a mode of birdwatching is, quite frankly, lazy and potentially destructive. Birds will often respond out of curiosity or defense and will expend needless energy trying to locate the bird living in your cell phone rather than going about their day. If you’d like to confirm your observation by playing back a song or call, keep your phone or device at a low volume so as not to alarm surrounding birds.


Photography


This is a touchy subject for many of us. Sharing your love of birds through photos is a gift, and photographing birds is an endlessly challenging endeavor. However, the moment your determination to photograph a bird results in its changed behavior, you’ve crossed the line from admirer to antagonist, and you are too close.
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This terrific shot of an active Harris’s Hawk nest in a giant saguaro is appropriately blurry, meaning the photographer kept their distance.






As a general rule, avoid using flash photography, which can temporarily blind the subject, preventing it from hunting and/or feeding or avoiding obstacles or even predators. And for a multitude of reasons, do not use drones to photograph birds or bird colonies. A drone can not only cause severe stress for birds and other wildlife, but it is a nuisance to fellow humans seeking solace in nature.


Sharing observations


Be mindful of sharing locations, particularly those of threatened or nocturnal species whose feeding and roosting patterns can be dramatically altered by the presence of humans. Owls are particularly sensitive, and there are far too many accounts of them meeting their demise after throngs of photographers and unruly birders have disrupted their sleep and hunting cycles. Better to view an owl’s quirky magnificence from a distance, and keep its location to yourself.


Be inclusive


Birding has a bad, but admittedly deserved, rap for being elitist, exclusive, snooty, patriarchal—all of those icky words. Let’s change that by being better birders. In an ideal birders’ world, all people would revel in observing birds and their behaviors and would be inspired to protect their habitat. If we desire that, then we, as a community, should strive to make birding an inclusive and accessible activity. There are many ways to discourage folks from getting into birding, and perhaps the most effective deterrent is giving them a negative experience that makes them feel like outsiders. It’s just as easy to create an environment that sparks curiosity and discovery, without the elitism.


[image: Image]

Members of the Tucson chapter of the Feminist Bird Club hike through a forest at a monthly birding outing.








	Refrain from judging a person’s birding ability or interest by their lack of equipment, gender, skin color, age, disability, or any combination thereof.


	Respect and use preferred personal pronouns.


	Optics are a luxury for many, and some don’t like to use them or lug them around on a hike (we often opt out of optics and choose to put our ears to use). Avoid offering unsolicited critiques on the quality or absence of someone’s optics.


	Respect differences. In the culinary world, there’s a delightful saying: “Don’t yuck my yum.” Some of us enjoy the antics of starlings, while others can’t get past their introduced status. Some of us aren’t rare species chasers, and some of us love the thrill of adding another bird to a life list. Whatever your birding flavor, don’t assume the same from other birders, and learn to appreciate varying perspectives.


	Be kind, listen more than you speak, and respect boundaries. Like birds, some birders prefer solitude, and some are gregarious. Be mindful of others’ body language when you’re on the trail, and give space to those who desire it.


	Personally acknowledge and endeavor to understand the Indigenous histories of the land you are birding on, and be a grateful steward.


	Openly consider the observations of others, even if you question their validity. Instead of questioning them, help them verify their observations.


	When birding in a group, be aware of others and make space for those with disabilities without making a production of it.


	If you’re a group leader organizing a birding event, ensure that you’re leading an inclusive, accessible outing that is welcoming to folks of all backgrounds and abilities.





Trail etiquette


Birding will often send us on wild goose chases (pun intended) through hiking areas shared with recreators of all varieties. Not all of them will be interested in the Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch or Elegant Trogon you’re trying to track down. These simple guidelines will ensure your consideration for others on the trail, and for the wildlife that surrounds it.


Right of way and shared-use trails Downhill hikers yield to uphill hikers. When hiking in a group, hike single file to enable others to pass. Horse riding is common on trails in the Southwest. Yield to oncoming riders by stepping aside or safely off trail, if necessary. If passing a rider, gently announce yourself to avoid frightening the horse.


Dogs Keep them on leash in urban or shared spaces and hold them away from passersby. Be vigilant in avoiding venomous wildlife your dog may encounter.


Photography Be sure you aren’t holding up traffic on the trail while you’re getting that shot.


Preparedness Know where you’re going, and tell someone where you’ll be.


Leave it better


Public lands, for better or for worse, have experienced a drastic uptick in visitors in recent years, and this is sadly apparent as an encounter with toilet paper, plastic waste, food waste, and fishing line is as likely as an encounter with wildlife. The Southwest offers free access to hundreds of thousands of acres of wilderness to explore and recreate within. In a perfect world, we would in turn revere and steward these unique habitats. In reality, public lands in the Southwest face the persistent perils of overgrazing, extreme drought, intense fires, invasive grasses, extractive industries such as logging and mining, and irresponsible recreation. We’ll be doing ourselves, our land, and our fellow birders a favor by following a few simple principles.


Flipping rocks or logs Many birders are also general naturalists who are tempted to overturn logs and rocks to discover the hidden worlds beneath. If, like us, you can’t resist the urge, use caution and care: there could be a rattlesnake, a scorpion, or a giant centipede hiding below, and they may not appreciate the disturbance. Always gently place these little habitats back in the position you found them, taking great care not to disturb or damage the creatures that live there.
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Cows can’t bury their poop, but we can—do your part to lessen your impact on the wilderness.
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By moving rocks, you are moving the shelter on which wildlife relies.






Building “ornamental” cairns Conspicuously stacked rocks used for wayfinding in the most remote locations are tools for backcountry travelers, not entertainment for casual visitors. Rocks are habitat and should be left in place, especially those in streams and riverbeds.


Making noise Step lightly, keep your voices down, and listen for those bird songs!


Staying on the trail Even if puddles are present, stay on the trail, and don’t cut corners on switchbacks. Staying on the trail preserves the integrity of the trail itself and of the flora and fauna surrounding it.


Disposing of waste You know the motto: pack it in, pack it out. That goes for food, packaging, pet waste, and, for the love of Pete, if you can’t bury it, pack out your toilet paper. Relieving yourself in the wilderness is just fine, but please do so at least 200 feet from any water source. Do not leave your waste under a rock with toilet paper strewn about; this is both detrimental to the environment and extremely unpleasant for fellow hikers to discover. Dig a hole at least 6 inches deep and cover your solid waste, and pack away wipes in a sealed bag.


Making fires If you’re camping out to catch the dawn chorus or a particularly early bird such as the Elegant Trogon, be aware of and adhere to fire restrictions. The dry conditions of Southwestern deserts are a perfect recipe for wildfires. You do not want to be responsible for starting one! Always, without exception, extinguish fires completely before leaving them.


Respecting wildlife Don’t feed it, don’t approach it, don’t harass it.


Leaving everything in place Don’t take souvenirs, and scrape those boots clean before and after your visit. Invasive grass and other plant seeds love to hitch rides on your shoes and clothing.


Birding on public lands


Public lands are federally managed lands to which all Americans share access. (Note that state lands are not public lands and access requirements for these areas can vary.) Public lands come with many designations, including national forests, national monuments, parks, wildlife areas, and more, and they are managed by federal agencies including the US Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management, US Fish and Wildlife Service, and National Park Service. In Arizona and New Mexico, roughly 35 percent (52.7 million acres) of the landscape is public land.


Public lands are managed differently depending upon their type. For example, national parks are managed primarily for recreation and wildlife resources, while national forests are managed for multiple uses, including recreation and wildlife resources, but also for grazing, extractive uses like mining and logging, hunting, off-road vehicle use, and other uses. It’s important to remember that these lands belong equally to all of us and to respect all public land uses and users.


That said, it’s critical that these uses are managed with a balanced approach that ensures that one use doesn’t exclude another. As users of public land, it’s our responsibility to be active in its management, and you can do this by engaging with public comment processes through managing agencies and by participating with and supporting friends groups, local nonprofits that work to connect communities to their nearby public lands. Through this participation, birders can help protect our public lands and the habitats, wildlife, and birding opportunities they support.
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Exploring wilderness areas is always an exciting adventure.
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The Appleton-Whittell Research Ranch of the National Audubon Society, in Elgin, Arizona, allows visitors by appointment only; other landowners may not be so welcoming.






Birding on Indigenous lands


If you are birding in Arizona or New Mexico, you are birding on what was, before colonization by Europeans, Indigenous land. The wildlife, the habitats, and the land itself all have deep ties to native communities and cultures, and it is important that birders acknowledge the history of and give due respect to the lands on which we bird. Some of the most stunning bird habitats in the Southwest are on land belonging to tribal nations.


In Arizona and New Mexico today, roughly 19 percent of the landscape (some 27.9 million acres) is designated Indigenous land that belongs to sovereign nations with independent governments, their own laws and regulations, and unique cultural connections to wildlife and habitat. Though some Indigenous communities openly welcome noncommunity members, others require special permits; many allow visitors only in certain areas, and others do not allow outside visitation.


Indigenous lands are not public lands. Before planning to bird on any Indigenous lands belonging to communities of which you are not a part, prepare as you would when visiting any other sovereign country. Educate yourself on laws, regulations, and culture; familiarize yourself with important boundaries; and acquire necessary permits. As a visitor on tribal lands, your behavior can affect both the community you’re visiting and accessibility for future birders.


Birding on private land


“No Trespassing” means just that: your presence on private land without permission from the landowner is trespassing and can be treated as such, both legally and by landowners who are often ready and willing to defend their property. Ignorance of land ownership is not an excuse when you’re caught trespassing on private land without permission. It is the Wild West, after all.


Though some landowners do not offer access to their land, some do and levels of access vary. Some landowners allow the public to pass through their property only on main roads on their way to other destinations, while others allow folks to stick around and bird. In either case, it’s important to follow some basic rules.




	Obtain any needed permissions and be sure to bring proof with you. If you’re visiting a property that isn’t often visited by the public, try to contact the landowner directly before entering the land.


	Always stay on designated roads and trails, stay out of restricted areas, and respect the property’s wildlife, habitat, and infrastructure.


	Leave all gates as you find them. Landowners with livestock often use gates to manage their animals’ grazing and water access, and you won’t be doing anyone any favors by closing a gate intentionally left open.





Remember, your behavior while on private land can directly influence future access. In Arizona and New Mexico, landowners take private property rights seriously and so should birders. Both safety and access to some of the states’ best birding locations depend on it.


Birding Safely


Ignoring safety can ruin a day of birding, and in a region rich with hazards, those who venture outdoors unprepared can easily cut their life (and life list) short. Whether you’re birding in an urban area or deep in the wilderness, the uniqueness of the Southwest brings with it unique dangers. Experiencing the region and its birds safely requires that you understand the risks, be prepared, and plan ahead.


The most ever-present danger in the Southwest is the sun. Even during the cooler months, the combination of cloudless skies and low humidity can lead to rapid overheating and dehydration. Try and plan your birding for the early morning or near dusk, and no matter where or when you’re birding, be sure to bring plenty of water—at least one liter for each hour you’ll spend outside, and more if you have room in your pack or vehicle (you never know when your trip may become longer than anticipated). You should also be prepared to protect yourself from the sun’s harmful rays, as the Southwest leads the nation in skin cancer rates. Sunscreen, a hat, neck protection, and long sleeves can all help keep the sun from damaging your skin. Lastly, remember that even the most rugged, prepared birder can be bested by the desert sun. If you are spending time outdoors in the Southwest, you should know the signs of heat exhaustion, heat stroke, and dehydration and how to respond to each.


Although it may seem that the Southwestern sun never rests, the reality is that the region’s weather is both diverse and fickle. Particularly in the desert, daytime and nighttime temperatures can vary drastically. Temperatures can also vary dramatically with gains and losses in elevation. Check the weather ahead of your visit and come prepared with multiple layers of clothing. Just as the thermometer bounces up and down, precipitation can come with little warning. Storms typically occur in winter and summer. Winter storms bring gentle rain to the lowlands and sometimes heavy snow to high elevations. Summer storms, which typically occur between early July and late September during our monsoon season, are characterized by sudden downpours and violent thunderstorms. Throughout the monsoon season, flash floods are common, when typically dry drainages transform into roaring streams. These floods don’t present as steadily rising water, but as walls of water that crash downstream with enough force to uproot trees and bring boulders, debris, and even vehicles along for the ride. Never attempt to cross a flooded wash, never set up camp or park in a wash, and pay attention to washes you cross on your way to your birding destination. Even if you’re not anticipating rain, a storm during your outing could render your return route impassable. Storms tend to roll in just before dusk, and lightning strikes are extremely common. If you find yourself at high elevations during the monsoon season, especially if you’re birding above the tree line, head downhill by mid-afternoon.


Other natural hazards in the Southwest come in the form of flora and fauna. Our vegetation is among the spiniest in North America, and it’s not just the cacti. Our trees, shrubs, and even annual flora are especially thorny, providing another reason to wear long sleeves and pants. Wildlife can also pose risks. Ticks and chiggers can be extremely common (you’ll know they’re active when you see folks with their pants tucked into their boots), and you may encounter larger invertebrates including scorpions, centipedes, and spiders. These animals should be appreciated and respected. You should never put your hands into holes or crevices you can’t see into, and you should always check your shoes for critters before slipping them on.


You also may be fortunate enough to catch a glimpse of one of the Southwest’s venomous reptiles—rattlesnakes, coral snakes, or h75 monsters. Enjoy them from a distance and do not attempt to handle them. To ensure that you always see them before they see you, avoid hiking through brush that prevents you from seeing your feet and legs (or the reptiles) and near the edges of trails, dense vegetation, and rock walls, where a coiled snake could be hiding. If you do get surprised by a snake or other reptile, sturdy boots that cover your ankles can be a lifesaver if it decides to strike. Other threatening wildlife may be present as well, including javelina (typically only a threat if you have a dog in tow), mountain lions, and black bears.


In addition to threats from the natural environment, some humans you encounter while birding may pose risks. Always be aware of other people in the area where you’re birding, and remember that your safety is influenced by your identity. Just because a place is safe for one birder does not necessarily mean it’s safe for another. Always be sure to know who owns the land where you’re birding, and get permission before you enter the area; confrontations with private property owners can escalate quickly. If you’re birding along the Mexican border, be aware that you may encounter law enforcement (Border Patrol) at a much greater frequency than you would elsewhere. Drug and human trafficking can be common in certain areas along the border, but encounters with them are infrequent, and you are more likely to be approached by traveling migrants seeking help. Remember that offering help in the form of water and food is not against the law and may save a life. Transporting migrants in your vehicle, however, is a crime.
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Gila monsters are a rare delight to encounter, but they pack a punch; do not touch.






[image: Image]

Rattlesnakes are to be respected, but the hot sun can actually prove more dangerous if you fail to prepare appropriately for a day spent in the desert.






[image: Image]

Heat exhaustion and heat stroke are serious issues; stay hydrated and wear proper clothing.






If you do come across activity, it is best to keep to yourself, avoid initiating contact, and move along as quickly as possible. Do not engage. In areas where border-crossing attempts are common, be aware that desperation can sometimes motivate theft. As you would anywhere else, take precautions and don’t tempt fate by leaving your valuables under your seat. Other precautions include camping only in established campgrounds, carrying identification, and traveling with a companion.


Last on the list of potential risks are bad roads and bad luck. Backroads often aren’t mapped on GPS platforms; if you’re navigating by cell phone GPS, keep in mind that you are likely to lose the cell signal in remote areas. Up-to-date paper maps are far more reliable. Four-wheel-drive vehicles may be necessary, and a full-size spare tire (or two) and a can of extra gasoline may be lifesavers if you’re traveling in the boonies and have a flat or run out of gas. Check ahead to see what services are or are not available in the rural areas through which you are passing, bring emergency supplies, avoid traveling alone, and let someone know where you are going and when you expect to return.
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