Florida: Specialties and
Spring Migration

Florida Scrub-Jay Photo Stephan Lorenz

Florida is unique among the 50 states with its geology, geography, flora, and fauna offering a
fascinating mix of north and south, with a flavor of the Caribbean, and a major flyway for
Neotropical migrants. This short and relaxed tour combs through Southern Florida’s highlights
with visits to the world-famous Everglades, the beautiful Keys, the central pine barrens, and the
remote Dry Tortugas. The Everglades are a one-of-kind natural wonder among southern Florida’s

many wild treasures and the Keys offer spectacular beaches, plus unique hardwood hammocks
home to numerous bird specialties. We will also spend a day in the Dry Tortugas amidst
spectacular seabirds and we will witness the heartbeat of Spring migration here. Even within the
greater Miami area nature still survives and thrives among burgeoning development and we will
visit local migrant hotspots and seek some of the ABA countable exotic species (always a fun
and interesting venture).
Southern Florida harbors a large number of bird specialties, species that are absent or difficult to
find in other parts of the ABA area, including Magnificent Frigatebird, Masked Booby, Sooty
Tern, Brown Noddy, “Great White” Heron, Short-tailed Hawk, Snail and Swallow-tailed Kites,
Purple Gallinule, Limpkin, Mangrove Cuckoo, Antillean Nighthawk, White-crowned Pigeon,
Florida Scrub-Jay, Gray Kingbird, Black-whiskered Vireo, “Golden” Yellow Warbler, and “Cape
Sable” Seaside Sparrow. During this tour, we stand excellent chances of seeing all of the south
Florida specialties plus a wide variety of neotropical migrants with excellent photo opportunities
of the myriad waterbirds and shorebirds.
The warm, tropical climate of the region also supports populations of many exotic and feral
species, some of which are countable on the ABA list, including Egyptian Goose, Gray-headed
Swamphen, Monk and White-winged Parakeets, Nanday Parakeet, Red-whiskered Bulbul,
Common Myna, and Spot-breasted Oriole. We will spend some time adding these to our list and
it is always fun to see what else is flying around the Miami area.
Tour at a Glance
Day 1

Start Miami Airport, local migrant hotspots and exotics late afternoon Night: Miami

Day 2

Miami urban areas, Green Cay Wetlands Night: Port St. Lucie

Day 3

Three Lakes WMA, Lake Kissimmee and Lettuce Lake Park Night: Tampa

Day 4

Ft. de Soto Park Night: Sarasota

Day 5

Oscar Scherer SP, Eagle Lakes, and Tamiami Trail Night: Florida City

Day 6

Everglades National Park and Homestead area Night: Florida City

Day 7

Key Largo, Big Pine Key, Marathont Night: Key West

Day 8

Dry Tortugas National Park Night: Key West

Day 9

Key West, Long Key, and Homestead area Night: Kendall

Day 10

Flights home from Miami
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Day 1: The tour starts with pickup at the Miami airport and transfer to our accommodations near
the airport. If time permits, we will check a few local migrant hotspots, including possibly
Matheson Hammock Park or Bill Baggs Cape Florida State Park. We will see a wide variety of
migrants on their way north and can expect Northern Waterthrush, Blue-winged,
Black-and-white, Tennessee, Blackpoll, Cape May, Magnolia, Black-throated Blue and
Black-throated Green Warblers, plus many other species that are rarer. Resident Prairie
Warblers can be numerous alongside migrant Palm Warblers. Thrushes, vireos, buntings,
tanagers, orioles, and grosbeaks will also be in evidence among the resident species. If time
permits we will check local neighborhoods for countable exotics.
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Day 2: We will spend a day combing the greater Miami area for exotic species, focusing
especially on species that are countable by ABA rules. This offers a fun and exciting mix of
green spaces, parks, and neighborhoods, and of course a wide variety of common resident
species. The green spaces and parks around and within Miami harbor a surprising avifauna.
While many native species like Red-bellied Woodpeckers, Northern Parulas, and Boat-tailed
Grackles are common, a number of introduced and non-native species inhabit the city,
especially parakeets and parrots. We will focus on finding the established (and countable)
Egyptian Goose, Red-whiskered Bulbul, Spot-breasted Oriole, White-winged and Nanday
Parakeets, plus Common Myna. Any of the parks and green spaces can also turn up a number
of migrants during Spring. The day will be flexible and take into account the latest sightings of
our target birds, including the tricky Red-whiskered Bulbul, Spot-breasted Oriole, Gray-headed
Swamphen, White-winged and Nanday Parakeets, Common Myna, plus a variety of other exotic
species. In the afternoon, we move on to Green Cay Wetlands and Loxahatchee NWR to search
for waterbirds. These areas offer great photographic opportunities.
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Day 3: We will start early to look for the pine forest specialties like Bachman’s Sparrow,
Red-cockaded Woodpecker, and Brown-headed Nuthatch. On nearby Lake Kissimmee, we will
have our first chances to find Snail Kite and more Limpkins. We will drive west to Lettuce Lake
Park to look for some breeding species rare further south like Prothonotary and Yellow-throated
Warblers. The Three Lakes Wildlife Management Area harbors open pine forests typical of
central Florida. Our main targets here will include the endangered pine forest endemics. We will
also see a wide variety of other species associated with this habitat, including Pine and
Yellow-throated Warblers, Eastern Towhee, Northern Bobwhite, Pileated Woodpecker. A short
visit to nearby Lake Kissimmee will add Bald Eagle, Crested Caracara, Sandhill Crane, and
possibly Wild Turkey. In addition, if time permits, we will track down any species we are still
missing or want better views of.
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Day 4: The Fort de Soto Park on the small island can be alive with migrants, ranging from
warblers, tanagers, thrushes, and more. The oceanfront also hosts many terns, gulls, and
shorebirds, including Wilson’s Plovers. The variety of habitats and birds here is so high we will
devote an entire day to the area. This small park on the Gulf side of Florida supports a wide
variety of habitats that attract songbird and waterbird migrants. Some of the specialties we seek
include Reddish Egret. We also stand a good chance of seeing Nanday Parakeets, an exotic
species that is now countable on the ABA list.
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Day 5: We start in the Oscar Scherer SP in the morning to look for the resident Florida
Scrub-Jays, Florida’s only endemic. Then we will explore the Tamiami Trail along the Shark
River Slough and the Shark River section of the Everglades National Park. We will especially
look for Snail Kites, but a wide variety of waterbirds will provide endless photo opportunities.
After a field lunch, we continue during the afternoon and explore the Big Cypress region, where
we can admire the ancient bald cypress trees and look for Limpkins and Barred Owls. Wood
Storks nest and roost in the area and we will take advantage of more excellent photographic
opportunities.
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Day 6: We will spend the entire day in the southern section of the Everglades National Park,
slowly making our way to the Flamingo Visitor Center, stopping in pine forest, hardwood
hammocks, and sawgrass prairie en route. In the latter habitat, we will look for the threatened
and distinct Cape Sable race of the Seaside Sparrow. In drier uplands, we will look for the
beautiful Painted Bunting and graceful Swallow-tailed Kites overhead. We will wander through
unique woodland containing Gumbo Limbo trees looking for migrants and explore the various
wetlands for egrets, herons, spoonbills, and Anhingas. If American Flamingos have been
reported, we may elect to walk the famous Snake Bight Trail, but this will depend on recent
reports. Around the Flamingo Visitor center, we will look for Black-whiskered Vireo and
White-crowned Pigeons and carefully scrutinize the blackbird flocks to look for the rare Shiny
Cowbird. We will also have an optional outing at night to look for Barred Owls,
Chuck-will’s-widows, and Eastern Screech-Owls. Other wildlife could include the localized
American Crocodile, many American Alligators, and threatened West Indian Manatee.

High Lonesome BirdTours

4

Day 7: The Florida Keys stretch for more than 100 miles into the Gulf of Mexico like pearls of
white sand with verdant centers, forming the southernmost reaches of Florida. Much of the flora
and fauna has a strong Caribbean influence, including the many specialties we will be seeking
like White-crowned Pigeon, Mangrove Cuckoo, Gray Kingbird, Black-whiskered Vireo, the
“Keys” White-eyed Vireo, the “Florida” Prairie Warbler, and the distinctive “Golden” Yellow
Warbler, a race from Cuba. The extensive beaches, mudflats, and mangroves also play host to
waders and shorebirds still passing through. Each hardwood hammock and weedy area can
also harbor neotropical migrants, resting after flying across the Gulf of Mexico from the
Caribbean Islands. These locales can also be busy with a wide variety of neotropical migrants,
including American Redstart, Black-throated Blue, Magnolia, Cape May, and Blackpoll Warblers
with the rare Connecticut Warbler a real possibility, Red-eyed, Warbling, and Philadelphia
Vireos, and Swainson’s and Gray-cheeked Thrushes just to name a few. Indigo and Painted
Buntings, Bobolinks, Rose-breasted and Blue Grosbeaks, and orioles will also be passing
through. If any Caribbean vagrants are in the area we will devote some time to tracking them
down. We will begin our birding in the beautiful Keys on Key Largo home to the elusive
Mangrove Cuckoo, which will be at the top of our target list today. We will drive south, birding en
route, stopping on Big Pine Key and in the Marathon area to look for Roseate Tern, the “Great
White” form of Great Blue Heron, Gray Kingbird, White-crowned Pigeon, Black-whiskered Vireo,
and a wide variety of migrants that use the keys as stepping stones on their way north. Further
west we will make stops on Big Pine Key, with chances of seeing the small and endangered Key
West Deer, plus further chances to seek some specialties we may be missing. In the Marathon
area we hope to catch up with breeding Roseate Terns and one evening we will look for the
localized Antillean Nighthawk here, a very rare breeding species in the US.
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Day 8: We will spend an unforgettable day in the Dry Tortugas, leaving early morning and
returning in the evening aboard the Yankee Freedom III. Our time on Garden Key will be spent
studying the large colonies of Sooty Terns and Brown Noddies with Masked and Brown Boobies
seen en route. The sparse vegetation in Fort Jefferson plays host to large numbers of migrants
and we hope for a Caribbean rarity. The shoreline often holds a few shorebirds and Merlin,
American Kestrels, and even Peregrine Falcons occasionally hunt birds around the fortress.
Some may elect to go snorkeling in the warm and clear waters around the island. The Dry
Tortugas are a true jewel within the US National Park’s system, lying about 70 miles west of Key
West, these small, sandy islets lie at the heart of large seabird colonies and provide critical
stopover areas for thousands of neotropical migrants. We will have ample time (around 5 hours)
in the Dry Tortugas in order to tour the impressive Fort Jefferson (the largest masonry structure
in the Western Hemisphere) and of course look for the bounty of birds to be found here. We will
concentrate on studying the thousands of Sooty Terns and Brown Noddies (looking carefully for
possible Black Noddy). Magnificent Frigatebirds (here at their only nesting colony in the US)
accentuate the blue sky on still wings and the screeching of nesting terns creates a constant
din. Careful scrutiny of the seabirds may reveal Roseate or Bridled Terns. The rest of the time
on the island we will spend looking for migrants with too many possibilities to list here, but one
never knows what may show up. The stretches of open water between the Dry Tortugas and
Key West are too shallow for true pelagic species, but we will scan the liquid blue carefully
anyway in hopes of a stray shearwater or storm-petrel. After returning from our full day we will
relax in historic Key West.
Day 9: We will drive east and north again, leaving the Keys behind, but stopping en route for
anything we may still be missing. A longer drive will take us back to Florida City. Key West is an
excellent place to find migrants and we will visit local hotspots like Ft. Zachary Taylor Park and
Indigenous Park to look for warblers, thrushes, tanagers, and more. Nearby Keys we will visit
include Bahia Honda SP for waterbirds, and possibly Long Key and Big Pine Key for rarities.
Day 10: After some early morning birding we will return to the Miami airport for flights home.
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