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INTRODUCTION





  One of the most exciting states in the country for birding, Florida offers novice and experienced birders alike an adventure you will find nowhere else in the United States. Here northern birding meets tropical paradise, with mixed deciduous (leafy) and coniferous (cone-bearing) woodlands along the Florida Panhandle bumping up against expansive salt marshes, which in turn reach southward to the Gulf of Mexico’s white sand beaches. Two extensive coastlines edge the Atlantic Ocean as well as the Gulf, providing some of the most productive beaches and marshes for spotting many species of gulls, terns, shorebirds, long-legged and short wading birds, pelicans, cormorants, grebes, waterfowl, and even some pelagic birds that troll fishing boats not far from shore.




  Inland birding provides an equally thrilling experience, with a wide range of southern birds of prey, doves, cuckoos, and a dizzying array of passerines (perching birds). Songbirds including warblers, vireos, tanagers, and orioles gather in trees within and outside of populated areas, while a wide range of wrens, thrushes, kinglets, swallows, flycatchers, and jays make this state their year-round home—and still more migrate through or arrive to spend the summer. Moving southward, the wonders of birding in and around Miami, Fort Myers, and the Keys reveal themselves, with some of the area’s most colorful and exotic species populating city parks, neighborhood squares, and residential backyards.




  Whether you’ve recently turned to birding as a new hobby or you’ve been watching and seeking out birds for decades, you’ll find treasure in Florida—an unending variety of both dependable and unexpected species to keep you busy for a morning, a vacation, a season, or a lifetime.




  Geography and Habitats




  In its 65,755 square miles of landmass—none of it more than 345 feet above sea level—Florida holds an unusually diverse variety of habitats for resident and migrating birds. Two distinctly different coastlines, saltwater and freshwater marshes, northern successional forests, open farmland and plains, islands and keys, and America’s most famous “river of grass” all offer opportunities for dependable sightings of much-sought-after birds.




  The Coasts




  Some 1,350 miles of Atlantic Ocean and Gulf coastline offer birders a remarkable opportunity to find nearly every species that frequents the nation’s eastern seaboard. While beaches can be crowded with tourists and residents throughout much of the year, a number of areas protected specifically for birds and marine life offer spectacular birding without the crush of people seeking sun, sand, and surf.




  Nowhere on Florida’s Atlantic coast will you find more bird species than on Canaveral National Seashore and the adjacent Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge. Here on Florida’s Space Coast, long-legged waders including great blue, tricolored, and little blue herons; great, snowy, and cattle egrets; reddish egret, black-crowned and yellow-crowned night-herons, glossy and white ibis, anhinga, wood stork, and roseate spoonbill all linger in various seasons, and clapper and Virginia rails, American and least bittern, and sora also wander out from between tall reeds to give birders occasional but satisfying glimpses. The Canaveral beach provides views of Forster’s, Caspian, sandwich, and royal terns throughout the year, and common and least terns during the migration and breeding seasons. Black skimmer and American oystercatcher are usually found in this birder’s paradise as well. In Merritt Island’s wooded area near the visitor center, painted buntings come to feeders and white-eyed vireo, orange-crowned and pine warblers, blue-headed vireo, and blue-gray gnatcatcher are all residents. This park is also the easiest place in the state to find Florida scrub-jay, the only bird that is found exclusively in Florida—try the area around the Canaveral Seashore pay station, the shrubs along the Black Point Wildlife Drive, or the aptly named Scrub Trail.




  The Atlantic coastline becomes densely populated south of Cocoa Beach, but across the FL 913 causeway in Miami, two significant ocean parks provide some significant birding. Crandon Park and Bill Baggs Cape Florida State Park offer the chance to see shorebirds including the endangered piping plover, as well as semipalmated plover, ruddy turnstone, sanderling, least and spotted sandpipers, willet, and many of the long-legged waders sought by visiting birders. This park can be the place to begin racking up a list of exotic species sightings, including Egyptian goose; Indian peafowl; white-eyed, mitred, blue-crowned, yellow-chevroned, or monk parakeet; orange-winged parrot; and common myna. Vagrant birds from the Caribbean islands often blow into this park during major storms, so keep an eye out for western spindalis and Bahama mockingbird if you happen to find yourself here post-hurricane. At Bill Baggs Park, sightings of magnificent frigatebird, gray kingbird, Louisiana waterthrush, all kinds of migrating warblers, and smooth-billed ani are not only possible but common. The wading birds, gulls, and terns are here as well, and you are likely to come across Eurasian collared dove and common ground dove among the mourning doves on this point.




  On the Gulf of Mexico coast (we haven’t skipped the Everglades—see their section below), birders come from all over the world to visit J. N. Ding Darling National Wildlife Refuge on Sanibel Island. Not only will you find every long-legged wader in Florida here, but the refuge’s driving route takes birders through subtropical woodland that rings with birdsong. The elusive and highly prized mangrove cuckoo resides here, occasionally giving birders great looks in early to mid-morning as it sits calmly in a tree over the wetland. This is a great place to find the magnificent frigatebird soaring overhead, and black-and-white, prothonotary, yellow-throated, and prairie warblers are all known to nest here. Watch the skies for swallow-tailed kite and red-shouldered hawk along with the more usual turkey vultures.




  If you happen to be on Sanibel Island during the spring migration, there is no better place to position yourself than at Point Ybel Lighthouse Beach Park. This migrant stopover site attracts just about every species of warbler, vireo, tanager, swallow, and thrush passing through on its way north, with peak viewing time during the last two weeks of April and the first week of May. Here you may find Swainson’s, Kentucky, and yellow-throated warblers, which breed in the eastern-central United States and don’t make their way much farther north.




  For close-up views of shorebirds, Fort De Soto Park, at the very end of the island causeway off the southern coast of St. Petersburg, provides the kind of superlative birding that brings people here from all over the country. This is where to go for Wilson’s and snowy plovers, as well as piping, black-bellied, and semipalmated plovers; willet; ruddy turnstone; sanderlings by the hundreds; least, semipalmated, spotted, pectoral, and western sandpipers; short-billed dowitcher; dunlin; and all the long-legged waders. Clapper rail puts in regular appearances here, as do American avocet and marbled godwit. The palm trees along the park road provide the easiest place in Florida to see nanday parakeet, a large black-headed, bright green bird from South America that established a colony in this park decades ago.




  Dozens of parks along the Gulf coast provide places to see shorebirds, terns, gulls, and wading birds, but be sure to plan some time on the Panhandle to visit St. Marks National Wildlife Refuge. South of Tallahassee, this magnificent park’s salt marshes are one of the few places in Florida where you may glimpse American flamingo, a bird nearly extirpated from the state by the aggressive activity of the fashion industry a century or more ago. Flamingo feathers were once a staple on ladies’ hats and other finery, so the birds were hunted nearly to extinction and now are seen largely in captivity (visit Walt Disney World to be assured a sighting, even though captive birds are not considered “countable” by the American Birding Association). Every so often, however, one shows up here at St. Marks—perhaps an escaped bird from a private collection, or maybe one of the last remaining wild ones. White-faced ibis, a bird more commonly found in Louisiana and parts west, also makes winter visits to this refuge. The woods here can be filled with warblers and vireos, both during migration and throughout the summer, and all manner of shorebirds and other water-loving birds dominate the mudflats and marshes. Pay a visit to the lighthouse area for views of many seabirds.




  The Everglades




  With so many high-rise hotels and apartment buildings per square mile of coastline, it’s hard to imagine that much of Florida’s southern acreage once consisted of tall grasses and a natural ecosystem that filtered and refreshed its own water supply throughout the year. Today, a fraction of the “real Florida” remains in Everglades National Park, a 1.5-million acre expanse that preserves the land in its original state. This protected wilderness gives visitors a view into an utterly unique phenomenon, the only one of its kind in the world.




  Here, at the confluence of salt- and freshwater, a bounty of ancient and comparatively new forms of life nourish one another by supplying the organic materials they need to thrive. A spongy substance called periphyton forms the base of this food chain, blanketing wide stretches of land and providing sustenance to plants, microorganisms, and larger animals, and holding the moisture this river of grass needs to survive throughout the dry seasons. It’s a remarkable natural achievement, created entirely through the evolution of plant matter and microscopic life, and massive efforts by the National Park Service, the State of Florida, and other organizations are in place to preserve it just as it has been for eons.




  Even so, the Everglades are under attack. Municipal water systems syphoned off the delicate balance between moisture and plant life, endangering the ecosystem’s survival. The release of Burmese pythons and other invasive species by well-meaning but careless individuals have created an infestation of huge snakes that multiply prolifically and devour small animals and birds. Rabbits, raccoons, groundhogs, shrews, mice, and other small mammals have all but disappeared in the face of this destructive force; birds have the advantage of flight, so while the snakes have indeed decimated their populations, many bird species are holding their own. It’s still easy to see all the wading birds and specialties like purple gallinule, anhinga, swallow-tailed kite, short-tailed hawk, black vulture, black-crowned night-heron, wood stork, roseate spoonbill, American and least bitterns, white-crowned pigeon, and a wide range of passerines here in the park. Begin your exploration at Anhinga Trail, a wonderful paved path and boardwalk that gives you up-close access to many birds as they pick their way through lily pads or perch on tree branches. You’ll see plenty of alligators here as well. My word to the wise is simple: Don’t bother them, and they won’t bother you.




  Extend your Everglades visit by making your way down the park road with stops at Long Pine Key Campground, where you have an excellent chance of encountering common ground dove, gray kingbird, brown-headed nuthatch, and other woodland specialties; and Paurotis Pond, where long-legged birds, birds of prey, ducks and duck-like birds, and even king rail often gather toward sunset. The road ends at Flamingo, a well-known birding paradise with all kinds of sightings on and near Florida Bay as well as in the surrounding woodland.




  Just north of the park, additional protected areas preserve wetlands that play a role in the Everglades’ ability to maintain its own ecosystem. Big Cypress National Preserve and Everglades and Francis S. Taylor Wildlife Management Area provide additional opportunities to bird in this important wilderness area. Mississippi kite, snail kite, and all the wading birds are often spotted in these areas, and roseate spoonbill and wood stork both nest here. Keep in mind that hunting is permitted at specific times of the year, however, so check the schedule and wear blaze orange if your birding trip coincides with hunting season.




  The North-Central Wetlands




  With so much of its land at or nearly at sea level, much of Florida has a wetland component of one kind or another. Freshwater marshes surround Newnans Lake in Gainesville and Lake Apopka farther south, providing excellent opportunities to spot limpkin, whimbrel, mottled duck, black-bellied whistling duck, gray-headed swamphen, bitterns, rails, sandhill crane, American avocet, and a wide variety of others. The mix of northern and southern foliage in this region can yield just about any woodland or scrub-loving bird species as well, making birding here especially diverse and exciting.




  Sweetwater Wetland Park provides one of the most delightful birding habitats in the state, a walkable mix of paved trail and boardwalk through wetland and woodland habitat. Here black-bellied whistling ducks gather in small flocks or sit in trees, purple gallinule and gray-headed swamphen fraternize with common gallinule and American coot, and limpkin are easy to spot among the other tall wading birds. Not far down the road, Orlando Wetlands Park provides an equally enchanting experience, with the possibility of mottled duck, American bittern, barred owl, and wood stork in the mix.




  Lake Apopka Wildlife Drive is open only on Friday, Saturday, and Sunday from 7 a.m. to 3 p.m., but if you manage to synchronize your schedule with this availability, you will have a remarkable experience. Not only are all the waders and many of Florida’s shorebird species easy to see here, but this is one of the best places in Florida to find fulvous whistling duck. Expect to spend at least 2 hours driving the one-way, 11-mile loop, with the assumption that you will make many stops to scan the pools for a wide variety of species. Follow your drive with a walk through Lake Apopka’s North Shore’s 2.6-mile Loop Trail for warblers, tanagers, sparrows, blackbirds, orioles, towhees, finches, and more.




  Exotics




  If you live in Miami or have visited before, you may be well aware of the abundance of exotic bird species—birds whose normal range would not include North America or, in many cases, the Western Hemisphere—that roam the city, especially in the western and southern suburbs. Whether these colonies of chattery, gregarious, charismatic birds grew from a few escaped pets, a failed pet store owner’s mass release, escapes from private collections in botanical gardens, or from some other mysterious source has been cause for considerable speculation among birders for generations. Today, as many as seventy-two species of exotic parrots and parakeets have been spotted in the Miami area, according to a USDA report, as well as an estimated twenty-two species of exotic waterfowl, and communities around Fort Myers and Naples on Florida’s west coast have their own established flocks as well.




  We have included some of these birds in this book, based on the recommendations of the American Birding Association (ABA) and their accepted records of breeding populations. The hot spots we have provided for these birds may lead to sightings of additional species, as many parrots and parakeets enjoy the same kinds of habitats and may vie for their own territory in fairly limited surroundings. Exotic waterfowl seem relatively content to share city ponds with other species, so there is less conflict there. Spotting many of these birds is virtually inevitable in south Florida, so if you see something unexpected, take note—it may turn out to be a life bird you can “count” according to ABA guidelines.




  Where are these magical areas filled with parakeets, parrots, macaws, and mynas? The vicinity of West Kendall Baptist Hospital in Kendall provides a veritable parrot roost, with several species usually spotted there at a time. Neighborhoods in Miami Springs have individual populations of parrots and parakeets, and city parks in that area play host to an ever-changing array of bright green birds. Other places to check include Ocean Bank at 788-700 FL 953 in Miami, the Mutineer Restaurant retention pond in Florida City, the Tamarac Exotic Duck Pond in a suburb of Fort Lauderdale, and the Fairchild Tropical Botanic Garden in Coral Gables. If you are a golfer, you may run into flocks of parrots and parakeets on courses in Boca Raton and West Palm Beach; if shopping is more your jam, the retention ponds and groves of trees around shopping plazas in south Florida often attract parakeet colonies and exotic waterfowl. Crandon Park and Fort De Soto Park, both mentioned earlier, also have exotic bird populations.




  Optics and How to Choose Them




  If you are new to birding and have not yet acquired your own binoculars or decided on the need for a spotting scope, we offer some basic guidance:




  1. Yes, you need binoculars. Birds rarely land close enough to give you a good, satisfying look, especially if you’re examining an unfamiliar wing pattern, an alternate seasonal plumage, or details you’ve never seen in person before. Binoculars are key to your enjoyment of the birds, but which binoculars are right for you? Here are the most important elements to understand when purchasing a pair for your birding enjoyment:




  

	 Look for the magnification and diameter formula, usually stamped on the focus knob. For example, it may say 7x35, 8x42, or 10x40. The first number indicates the number of times the binoculars magnify the image of the bird—so if the first number is “8,” it means you will see the bird at eight times its normal size. You may believe, then, that a magnification of 10 or more would be the best for your purposes, but before you leap to buy such a pair, try it out in person. You may find that 10x binoculars are too heavy to hold still, making the additional magnification an expensive waste. Many birders are most comfortable with a factor of 8.




	 The diameter number (35, 40, 42, or 50) tells you how much light comes through the large end of the binoculars. The number is the diameter of the lens itself, and the larger it is, the brighter and clearer the image will be when it reaches your eye. Binoculars with a larger diameter are especially good in low-light situations, like when you’re trying to see the mating dance of the American woodcock at dusk or you’re attempting to spot a barn owl calling in a dim forest.




	 The secret is the multicoating. Why are your grandfather’s 10x50 binoculars, purchased in the 1960s, not nearly as good for birding as a modern pair at 7x35? Optics technology has come a long way over the past fifty years, eliminating distortions like the blue-and-yellow fringe around objects you may see through your granddad’s pair. “Fully multicoated” means every piece of glass inside and out—as many as eighteen surfaces—is layered with coatings that reduce glare, distortion, fringing, and other issues that can keep you from seeing a bird clearly.




	 Get past the sticker shock. Cheap binoculars are not going to cut it in the field, so if you’re a committed birder and want the best experience possible, you’re going to have to spend a little money. There’s good news on this front, however Several top manufacturers have developed excellent binoculars at a price point of about $250, so you don’t need to stretch for a top-of-the-line pair in the $1,200 range to have perfectly serviceable optics.







  2. Do you need a spotting scope? It’s a valid question, especially if you’re new to birding, and one you need to answer in your own time. To get an idea of the possibilities a scope opens up for you, participate in a field trip with your local birding association and look through several of the scopes other birders use. Remember how you felt the first time you saw a bird through a good pair of binoculars? The leap from binoculars to a scope is equally dramatic. If you do decide to purchase your own scope, keep in mind that the tripod is every bit as important as the magnification and diameter——on a windy day or when you’re standing on a busy boardwalk, you’ll be glad you chose a slightly heavier, more stable tripod that keeps your scope from vibrating.




  Bird Classifications




  The American Ornithological Society and the American Birding Association have teams of experts who have spent years determining the exact biological category each bird belongs in, what family of birds it belongs to within that category, and what its taxonomic (Latin) name should be. This is critically important work for our scientific understanding of birds, their evolution, and the discovery of new species through DNA analysis and other methods.




  Bird taxonomy informed this book, but we also relied on our own field experience, gathered through more than thirty-five years of birding, and our use of a wide range of field guides. In this book we have endeavored to group birds within their taxonomic families, but also in a manner that will make it easy to compare one bird to another for purposes of identification. So you’ll find all the pelagic species grouped together, as well as all the wading birds, all the swimming birds, the birds of prey, and so on. This enhances the usability of this guide, allowing you to focus on studying the bird’s field marks in relation to others in the same general habitat.




  
Seasonal and Other Mysfenes





  As if the process of identifying each bird were not confounding enough, most birds lose their bright breeding plumage once the mating season is over. All birds molt at least once a year, dropping their old feathers and replacing them with new ones, but not all of them change the look of their plumage from one season to the next. When they do, it can result in considerable frustration for birders struggling to identify individuals in a mixed flock of what the 1980 Peterson Field Guide to the Birds famously dubbed “confusing fall warblers.”




  To help you sort out the field marks (or lack of them) when the birds make it the hardest to do so, we have provided detailed descriptions of nonbreeding plumage for each of the birds that make this transition. Many fall warblers look nearly identical in their nonbreeding plumage, with perhaps a single feature that differs, so you can make careful comparisons of the descriptions to determine which species you may be seeing. Remember that the bird’s habitat, food choices, song, and behavior are still the guiding factors to its identification, especially when the plumage provides few clues.




  Many waterfowl go through two periods of molt each year, based on their nesting and breeding schedule. Male ducks lose their bright feathers soon after nesting, changing over to a drab appearance called “eclipse” plumage as early as the last week of June. This is particularly evident in wood ducks, which go from a coat of many colors to a brown mantle with a white patch at the throat. In early winter, when other species of birds are still cloaked for fall, male wood ducks and other waterfowl regain their stunning plumage in preparation for attracting their mate.




  Birding by Ear




  One of the most important skills you need to bird in any area of the world is an ability to identify birds by song. It’s not as difficult as you may think—the more you listen in the field and practice with recordings, the clearer it will become that each bird has a distinctly different way of expressing itself.




  We have provided phonetic transcriptions of each bird’s song or call in this book, with popular phrases and mnemonics to help you learn some of the most common and familiar calls. That being said, there is no substitute for a good smartphone app that puts every bird’s song in your pocket. Some apps serve as an adjunct to field guides (or are part of a field guide app, such as iBird Pro, National Geographic Birds, Sibley eGuide, Audubon Birds Pro, and Peterson Birds), so you can choose a bird and listen to all the variations of its song. Others actually teach you how to tell one bird song from another and how to remember each song. Highly recommended teaching apps include Larkwire, Chirp!, and iKnowBirdSongs; each is available for a onetime fee. Many of these apps use songs from the Macaulay Library at the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology, one of the most respected and extensive resources for bird information in North America.




  If you are daunted by the idea of learning bird songs, let us say this: You will be amazed at how much time it saves you in the field. Start by learning the ten most common birds in your own backyard—for example, house sparrow, northern cardinal, common grackle, blue jay, northern mockingbird, American robin, Carolina chickadee, red-winged blackbird, mourning dove, Carolina wren. Each of these birds has a distinctive song, making this sampler an excellent starting point in learning what makes one song different from another. With these ten (or ten others you choose) firmly in your mind, you’ll be able to identify these birds in the field whether you actually see them or not, allowing you to apply more of your time and effort to finding more unusual birds on each field trip.




  Rare, Endangered, and Extirpated Species




  Setting expectations in advance will help you come home from any birding excursion with the satisfaction that you saw what you came to see. That’s why we need to be up-front about the birds that are very difficult to see in Florida, as well as the birds that were once, but are no longer, part of the landscape.




  The Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation (FWC) Commission lists five species that once lived in Florida and are now extinct: passenger pigeon (the last known individual in the world died in 1914), ivory-billed woodpecker (2004), Carolina parakeet (1910), Bachman’s warbler (1988), and Eskimo curlew (1987). Others that were once reported here fairly regularly are rarely seen in Florida at all, so a single sighting can become a regional bird event—whooping crane is an example of this.




  In addition to the extinct birds, the US government classifies these five Florida birds as federally endangered: Cape Sable seaside sparrow, Everglade snail kite, Florida grasshopper sparrow, Kirtland’s warbler, and red-cockaded woodpecker. Six others are considered federally threatened, meaning they are likely to become endangered in the foreseeable future: crested caracara, Florida scrub-jay, piping plover, roseate tern, red knot, and wood stork.




  FWC also has its own current list of species that are endangered or of special concern at the state level. Sightings of these are possible, and this book provides the most likely places to find them, but they may be difficult to locate even in their accustomed hot spots.




 

	 State threatened species: Least tern, snowy plover, American kestrel, white-crowned pigeon




	 State species of special concern: American oystercatcher, black skimmer, brown pelican, burrowing owl, limpkin, little blue heron, marsh wren, osprey, reddish egret, roseate spoonbill, seaside sparrow, snowy egret, tricolored heron, white ibis







  Why are these birds—some of which are fairly common in other parts of the country—becoming scarce in Florida? Audubon Florida sees human development and agriculture as the two main reasons for their decline. Habitat has become scarce, concentrating birds in specific areas that contain protected lands for their survival. “The remaining habitat, in many cases, is affected by human disturbance,” says Audubon Florida in an article on its website. “Whether resting on a mangrove island or nesting on a barrier island beach, these birds need their space, which is increasingly difficult to find.”




  The effects of the changing climate also have had an impact in this region, and forecasts by scientists paint an alarming picture. With warmer air temperatures throughout the year, shorter cold seasons, more rain, more severe storms, and rising sea levels, climate change “is changing the fundamental way ecosystems work,” a 2017 Audubon report says. Warmer winters, the report goes on, “cause shifts in the way that marine food webs work, which will cascade through the environment and affect fish populations, and in turn, fish-eating birds.”




  Audubon Florida lists “seawater intrusion, erosion, droughts, and storms” as just a few of the impacts of climate change on bird habitat. South Florida is especially vulnerable, with 6 inches of seawater rise expected by 2030 and 2 feet more by 2060. This will obliterate beaches, salt marshes, and other ocean-adjacent habitat, and will force salt water into freshwater aquifers, affecting the state’s water supply. Stormwater from more intense and frequent storms will inundate coastal wetlands and the Everglades, disrupting the natural ecosystem balance there. The consequences are obvious: Loss of salt marsh habitat along the coastline can leave shorebirds, waterfowl, and long-legged waders with nowhere to nest and feed, while the increased storm activity can flood marshes, washing away nests and drowning tiny organisms that live in shallow water and serve as food to wading birds. It’s a frightening picture, but the truth is that bird populations are under siege.




  There’s another side of climate change for birders, however. Major storms, changes in habitat, and shifts in food availability bring rare sightings of birds from other parts of the United States and the Caribbean islands to Florida’s shores and forests. Lark sparrow, a bird of the western states, makes regular appearances along the Atlantic coastline—so often, in fact, that we included it in this book. Western spindalis, Bahama mockingbird, and tropical kingbird are found fairly often after major storms. Cinnamon teal, also included in these pages, is an annual visitor, and birds like bridled tern and neotropic cormorant find their way to Florida on occasion.




  If you live in Florida or are planning a trip here in the near future, check the rare bird alert lists for each state compiled by the American Birding Association at birding.aba.org. Here you’ll find quick links to all the discussions on the birding mailing lists across the country. Birders love to share information, so you are likely to find detailed directions to specific sightings.




  Birding Ethics in the Age of Social Media




  While your life list is your own and you have the option of counting whatever bird sightings you choose, some aspects of birding ethically are not optional. The American Birding Association provides this Code of Birding Ethics, and you will find that the vast majority of birders you meet follow this to the letter.




  American Birding Association Code of Birding Ethics




  Reproduced with permission. For more information about the American Birding Association, visit aba.org.




  1. Promote the welfare of birds and their environment.




  1(a) Support the protection of important bird habitat.




  1(b) Avoid stressing birds or exposing them to danger, exercise restraint and caution during observation, photography, sound recording, or filming.




  





	 Limit the use of recordings and other methods of attracting birds, and never use such methods in heavily birded areas or for attracting any species that is Threatened, Endangered, of Special Concern, or is rare in your local area.




	 Keep well back from nests and nesting colonies, roosts, display areas, and important feeding sites. In such sensitive areas, if there is a need for extended observation, photography, filming, or recording, try to use a blind or hide, and take advantage of natural cover




	 Use artificial light sparingly for filming or photography, especially for close-ups.












  1(c) Before advertising the presence of a rare bird, evaluate the potential for disturbance to the bird, its surroundings, and other people in the area, and proceed only if access can be controlled, disturbance minimized, and permission has been obtained from private landowners. The nesting sites of rare birds should be divulged only to the proper conservation authorities.




  1(d) Stay on roads, trails, and paths where they exist; otherwise, keep habitat disturbance to a minimum.




  2. Respect the law, and the rights of others.




  2(a) Do not enter private property without the owner’s explicit permission.




  2(b) Follow all laws, rules, and regulations governing use of roads and public areas, both at home and abroad.




  2(c) Practice common courtesy in contacts with other people. Your exemplary behavior will generate goodwill with birders and non-birders alike.




  3. Ensure that feeders, nest structures, and other artificial bird environments are safe.




  3(a) Keep dispensers, water, and food clean and free of decay or disease. It is important to feed birds continually during harsh weather.




  3(b) Maintain and clean nest structures regularly.




  3(c) If you are attracting birds to an area, ensure the birds are not exposed to predation from cats and other domestic animals or dangers posed by artificial hazards.




  4. Group birding, whether organized or impromptu, requires special care.




  Each individual in the group, in addition to the obligations spelled out in Items 1 and 2, has responsibilities as a Group Member:




  4(a) Respect the interests, rights, and skills of fellow birders, as well as people participating in other legitimate outdoor activities. Freely share your knowledge and experience, except where code 1(c) applies. Be especially helpful to beginning birders.




  4(b) If you witness unethical birding behavior, assess the situation and intervene if you think it prudent. When interceding, inform the person(s) of the inappropriate action and attempt, within reason, to have it stopped. If the behavior continues, document it and notify appropriate individuals or organizations.




  Group Leader Responsibilities [amateur and professional trips and tours]:




  4(c) Be an exemplary ethical role model for the group. Teach through word and example.




  4(d) Keep groups to a size that limits impact on the environment and does not interfere with others using the same area.




  4(e) Ensure everyone in the group knows of and practices this code.




  4(f) Learn about and inform the group of any special circumstances applicable to the areas being visited (e.g., no audio playback allowed).




  4(g) Acknowledge that professional tour companies bear a special responsibility to place the welfare of birds and the benefits of public knowledge ahead of the company’s commercial interests. Ideally, leaders should keep track of tour sightings, document unusual occurrences, and submit records to appropriate organizations.




  Why follow this code? Naturally, it’s good for the birds, even if it means you don’t have the opportunity to get a good look at a rarity or add a bird to your life list. There’s another facet we must take into consideration in the age of social media, however: Infractions can be photographed or recorded, and your peccadillo in the field can become a matter of indelible public record.




  A vivid example of this took place in September 2017, when a crowd of birders in Norwich, England, on a “twitch”—a hunt for a rare bird sighted and staked out by other birders—actually trespassed and damaged a fence in an attempt to frighten and flush a rare grasshopper sparrow into the open. This process of “organized flushing” is frowned upon and considered unethical in birding circles all over the world, but some birders consider this an acceptable practice. The rare sparrow, most likely already exhausted from somehow finding itself in unfamiliar territory thousands of miles from its accustomed home, may suffer even more from this disruption as it tries to rest and feed. Impatient birders, however, neglect to take the bird’s welfare into consideration in their zeal to catch a glimpse of it and add it to their life lists.




  This particular group of birders clashed with wardens on the property, however, and one individual began recording video of the exchange. The resulting 8-minute tantrum, as remarkably patient wardens attempted to reason with the agitated birders, now lives on Twitter, YouTube, and on author James Common’s Birders Behaving Badly blog (https://commonbynature.co.uk/2017/09/21/birders-behaving-badly/) for folks like us to see from half a world away. Whether or not these birders ever actually saw the sparrow is not noted, but their faces, voices, and words will linger on the internet for many years, and they no doubt took some grief from others in their own community for placing their own chance at a rare bird sighting over someone’s private property, basic civility, and—most important for our purposes—the health and safety of the bird.




  The moral is simple: Behave yourself in the field, and put the bird’s survival before your zeal to check off a sighting or get a great photo. It’s the right thing to do for the birds, and it will keep you from getting a bad reputation that lives forever online.









   



  
HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE





  On each page you’ll find photographs and details that will help you identify the birds you see, and determine the best places to find them.




  Field marks: In addition to the photos, we have listed the features that differentiate this bird from others. These descriptions begin with a breeding male and are followed by breeding female and any changes for nonbreeding plumage.




  Size: The bird’s approximate length (L) or height (H) (for tall wading birds like great blue heron) and wingspan (WS) can be important to its identification.




  Similar species: Misidentifications are easy to make, as every birder knows. We’ve simplified the process of elimination by providing the key field marks that may indicate the bird in your sights is not what you think it is.




  Season: The time of year you are most likely to see this bird.




  Habitat: Birds wander, but they tend to stay close to their nesting sites and to the areas in which they can find food. We provide the most likely habitat for each.




  Food source: This will help you determine whether the bird you seek can find its food in the place you’re looking. If you don’t see evergreen trees with cones, for example, you’re not likely to find crossbills.
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