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Go! Outdoors
Birds just being birds
By Byron Stout 
Originally posted on June 22, 2006




Photos by Andrew West/news-press.com
A pair of great egrets go after the same meal on Little Estero Island last week. 

Order Picture


SUMMER BIRDING TIPS
• Go early and late, when birds are moving most. But take mosquito repellent, because that's also the worst time for biting insects.
• Stay close to water and you'll always be around birds. Think about combining birding and boating. Canoes and kayaks are especially great for unobtrusively getting around wading bird habitat.
• Besides binoculars, be sure to take plenty of drinking water, sunscreen and rain gear for longer hikes.
• Trouble walking? Try Wildlife Drive in Sanibel's J.N. "Ding" Darling National Wildlife Refuge, or the boardwalks at Lighthouse Park, Lakes Regional Park, Matanzas Pass Preserve or Six Mile Cypress Slough Preserve.

Great Florida Birding Trail Lee County sites:
Charlotte Harbor Preserve State Park’s North Cape Flats Trail, (941) 575-5861
Cayo Costa State Park, (941) 964-0375
J.N. “Ding” Darling National Wildlife Refuge, 472-1100
Lighthouse Park, 472-3700
Rotary Park, 549-4606
Lakes Regional Park, 432-2000
Bunche Beach Preserve, 432-2127
Bowditch Point Regional Preserve, 463-7400
Matanzas Pass Preserve, 463-7400
Little Estero Island Critical Wildlife Area, 461-7453
Lovers Key State Park, 463-4588
Estero Bay Preserve State Park’s Scrub Entrance, 992-0311
Six Mile Cypress Slough Preserve, 432-2004
Hickey’s Creek Mitigation Park, 728-6240
Caloosahatchee Regional Park, 693-2690
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It's not a good time for listers.

Birders intent on notching up high species counts might want to head to the Adirondacks or other points north, like Vince McGrath recently did.

But for those who just like watching birds do what birds do, summer is a great time. And Lee County is a great place, with no fewer than 15 prime sites on the Great Florida Birding Trail, the Southwest Florida sector of which was completed only this year. 





A row of roseate spoonbills line up on a mudflat on Little Estero Island. 

"One thing you notice by the end of May is everything chases everything," said McGrath, the naturalist for South Seas Island Resort on Captiva Island. Many birds are very protective of their young, especially toward crows, which are renowned for nest predation.

McGrath ranks gray kingbirds — a coastal species that migrates up from the Caribbean to nest in Florida — as kings of the chasers. He's even seen the nine-inch flycatchers chasing great blue herons, for reasons only the kingbirds know for sure. 





A juvenile Wilson's plover runs on the beach. The island at the southern tip of Fort Myers Beach is a birders paradise. 

"They're big," McGrath notes of the four-foot fish-eaters, "and there are big birds who do prey on their nests, so they're just not taking any chances."

Summer also is prime time for those who bird by ear.

"June is the month of the year to sing," said McGrath, who noted cardinals and brown thrashers are at peak pitch. 

Rick Schill, forestry supervisor for Cape Coral, said serial nesters including woodpeckers are in full production mode at Cape Coral's Rotary Park, on the north shore of the Caloosahatchee. Tree-killing hurricanes have created a heyday for the redheaded crowd.

"The most elegant bird you can see right now is the swallowtail kite. You usually can count on seeing at least a couple during the day," Schill said. 

Little Estero Island is not a place to take a group of people, and dogs aren't allowed at all, because of the area's sensitivity. But Lee County Parks and Recreation land stewardship manager Roger Clark said the spit of land off Estero Island is a premier place to watch nesting seabirds.

"That's one of the hot spots in terms of seeing shorebird nesting, if it's still intact after the storm. The sand spit may have been impacted by those high tides," Clark said.

Carla Kappmeyer nominated the North Cape Flats Trail to the birding list for its diversity. A walk through the pine flatwoods could turn up great horned owls, and beyond the coastal berm lies the world of Charlotte Harbor's estuarine species, from kingfishers to ibis and pelicans. 
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