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Mangrove Cuckoo

Birding in south Florida is interesting throughout the year, but particularly exciting in the spring
when resident breeding birds reach the peak of their activity, neotropical migrants are streaming
through and the chances for Caribbean strays are at their highest. Some species with more
tropical affinities reach the northern limits of their ranges in south Florida including Mangrove
Cuckoo, Antillean Nighthawk, White-crowned Pigeon, Snail Kite and Black-whiskered Vireo. In
the Miami metropolitan area established exotic species like Red-whiskered Bulbul, Spot-
breasted Oriole, Mitred and Monk parakeets and Gray-headed Swamphen are countable and
trying to locate some of these in the urban jungle can be an entertaining way to spend a day.
But the highlight of spring to trip to South Florida for most is a day trip to Fort Jefferson on the
Dry Tortugas. This is one of North America's most spectacular birding experiences and every
serious birder makes the pilgrimage there at some point. The spectacle of thousands of Brown
Noddies and Sooty Terns is a scene straight out of National Geographic and the chances of
finding a rare Black Noddy or Bridled Tern among them is an added enticement. The grounds of
the fort attract a variety of grounded migrant passerines many of whom are exhausted and
easily approachable making for especially good photo opportunities, and all of this while
hundreds of Magnificent Frigatebirds float overhead. In the southwestern part of the state near
Fort Myers a very different grouping of habitats exist and provide different avian opportunities.
In a large tract of longleaf pine forest we hope to find species like Red-cockaded Woodpecker,
Bachman's Sparrow and Northern Bobwhite and in remnant patches of scrub habitat we will
look for the endemic Florida Scrub-Jay. Between the flood of spring migrants, the hope of
Caribbean strays and the incredible spectacle at Fort Jefferson, this tour offers adults a chance
to take a different kind of spring break.  
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Miami area- A thriving exotic pet trade coupled with Miami's subtropical climate has
resulted in a large number of established exotic species that make for an interesting day of
birding. We will spend one day birding Miami's urban areas trying to pin some of them
down. In addition to the exotics, there is a breeding population of the West Indian race of
Cave Swallows near Homestead and we will make a concerted effort to see them. 

Limpkin

Fort Myers area- In and around Fort Myers we will visit a freshwater marsh that hosts good
numbers of Limpkin as well as a small breeding population of Snail Kites. At Babcock-Webb
WMA north of Fort Myers the longleaf pine savannas are home to south Florida's only
population of Red-cockaded Woodpeckers and Bachman's Sparrows, as well Red-headed
Woodpeckers and the white eyed race of Eastern Towhee. In remnant patches of  scrub we
can look for Florida Scrub-Jay and on coastal sandy beaches we have chances for Wilson's
and Piping plovers as well as migrant shorebirds. Finally, in suburban parts of Cape Coral a
small population of the resident non-migratory race of Burrowing Owl is possible.

Florida Keys- Driving from Miami to Key West will take us through the island chain where
there are some excellent birding opportunities. This will be our best chance to find
Caribbean species like Antillean Nighthawk, White-crowned Pigeon, Black-whiskered Vireo
and Mangrove Cuckoo. 
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Fort Jefferson- Our day trip to this well-known birding site will be a highlight of the tour.
Enroute we will have chances to see Audubon's Shearwater, Masked Booby and possibly
Bridled Tern and at the fort the combination of swarms of Sooty Terns and Brown Noddies
along with chances to see a myriad of migrant warblers is breathtaking. Sometimes rarities
like Antillean Nighthawk and Short-eared Owl turn up inside the fort and there are also
usually a few shorebird species wandering around.  

Green Heron

Everglades NP- Though this iconic park is but a shell of its former self, a visit there is
obligatory for anyone interested in conservation and the ways that human activities affect
wildlife habitat over the course of many years. Despite all of the changes that this unique
ecosystem has endured, it is still an amazing place with many waterbirds still present. It
also offers us the best chance of finding an American Crocodile.  

Wakodahatchee Wetlands- This man-made wetland complex in Delray Beach is possibly
the best place in all of North America to get up close and personal with breeding waterbirds.
A modern boardwalk allows visitors to loop through the marsh and and the frequent
presence of people has rendered the birds rather oblivious to their presence. Here you can
be within an arm's reach of nesting Wood Storks and a variety of egrets and herons. Least
Bitterns are fairly common here and though always shy and reclusive, the chances of
seeing them here are always good. 
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The trip will begin today with participants arriving at Southwest Florida International Airport
in  near Fort Myers (airport code RSW). Most major airlines fly in and out of RSW and
participants can schedule their arrivals at anytime today. Our first official activity will be a
late afternoon orientation meeting and a group dinner. 

April 27, Day 2: Babcock-Webb and Celery Fields 

We start early this morning in the sandy pinewoods of Babcock-Webb WMA hoping to find
the endangered Red-cockaded Woodpecker along with Brown-headed Nuthatch,
Bachman's Sparrow, Northern Bobwhite and Red-headed Woodpecker. Around mid-
morning we will drive north about 45 minutes to a wetland area called the Celery Fields.
Here we can find a wealth of waterbirds including Limpkin, Gray-headed Swamphen, Purple
Gallinule and Glossy Ibis. Nanday Parakeets are now established in south Florida and
sometimes visit the feeding stations near the nature center. On the way back to Fort Myers
we will check an area of remnant scrub for Florida Scrub-Jay. Night in Fort Myers.

April 28, Day 3: Tigertail Beach and Tamiami Trail

Our first stop this morning will be a freshwater marsh where decent numbers of Snail Kites
and Limpkin are usually present. From there we will drive to Tigertail Beach to look for
migrant and breeding shorebirds including Wilson's and Piping plovers and as well as
Reddish Egret and possibly Red Knot. After lunch we will drive across the Tamiami Trail
stopping at the Big Cypress Preserve where we can walk through an ancient bald cypress
forest on an elevated boardwalk with chances for Barred Owl and breeding species like
Northern Parula, Yellow-throated Warbler and White-eyed Vireo. Though the birds here are
not necessarily exciting, the walk through the cypress forest is enchanting and should not
be missed by visitors to this area. Night in Homestead.

April 29, Day 4:  Everglades NP 
We will spend most of today exploring this famous park. Much of our time will be spent on
the main park road where we will make an effort to see the endangered race of the Cape
Sable Seaside Sparrow. We will also stop at some of the park's best known birding sites
like the Anhinga Trail and Mahagony Hammock. At the end of the road in Flamingo we can
scan the flats in Florida Bay for shorebirds and terns and take a walk around Eco Pond. In
the grassy areas around the old hotel complex we can look for Shiny Cowbird, a Caribbean
species that is very irregular but often present here in spring. This is also the only place we
might see an American Crocodile. Finally, if the mosquitos aren't unbearable we will walk a
few of the mangrove trails hoping to find a Mangrove Cuckoo. 
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The entirety of today will be spent looking for some of the established exotics in the greater
Miami area. Our first stop will be near Kendall with hopes of finding Red-whiskered Bulbul
and Spot-breasted Oriole. We should be able to find Monk Parakeet and with some luck
Mitred and Yellow-chevroned parakeets. Egyptian Goose has recently been added to the
ABA list and these are becoming abundant in some parts of south Florida. Less common is
Gray-headed Swamphen and if we missd these at the Celery Fields we can look in several
places around Miami. In the Homestead area there is a colony of the Caribbean race of
Cave Swallow breeding under a highway overpass and we will also be sure to stop there as
well. Though not a typical way to spend a birding day, I think everyone will find this plunge
into the "urban jungle" interesting. Night in Homestead.

Cave Swallow
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Our boat to Fort Jefferson departs at 8:00 AM with a scheduled arrival at around 10:30. We
will have about 4 hours to wander the grounds of the fort and search through the massive
colony of Brown Noddies looking for a Black Noddy. Inside the fort we can expect a nice
variety of migrant warblers, buntings and flycatchers and in addition to the more common
species there is almost always something unusual around. Chuck-wills-widows are
frequently seen roosting in the inner sanctums of the old fort and occasionally someone
finds an Antillean Nighthawk. On the trip to and from the fort, the boat often stops at
Hospital Key where a breeding colony of Masked Boobies is present and Brown Boobies
are sometimes seen resting on marine bouys. Who else but a birder would be excited to
find a booby on a buoy. Upon returning to Key West we will have dinner and visit Mallory
Square to experience the Sunset Festival, a nightly celebration that brings together some of
Key West's most colorful and entertaining characters. Night in Key West. 

Baird's Sandpiper

The 120 mile journey from Homestead to Key West is one of America's most scenic drives
and that will be our primary activity today as it can be slow due to traffic and the desire for
frequent stops. This will also be our best chances to see Caribbean specialties like Gray
Kingbird, White-crowned Pigeon, Black-whiskered Vireo and Mangrove Cuckoo. The latter
species is especially difficult and can never be counted on in south Florida, but we will
make every effort to find one as we travel south. Upon arrival in Key West we will check in
to our resort hotel and relax a bit before having an early dinner. Afterward we will make a
foray to look for Antillean Nighthawk. This Caribbean specialty nests in small numbers in
the Key West area and can be tricky to find, but with the help of some local contacts we
stand excellent chances of finding one. Night in Key West.  

If we have not yet found an Antillean Nighthawk, we will make one final attempt in the pre-
dawn hours this morning. The rest of the day will be spent making the return trip to Miami
with stops along the way looking for any species that we might have missed on the way
down. This is a prime area for rarities and Caribbean vagrants, so we will be sure to
monitor recent sightings for the most up-to-date information. On past trips we have found
La Sagra's Flycatcher, Western Spindalis and American Flamingo in the lower keys. Night
in Miami.

May 1, Day 6:   Homestead to Key West

Daily Itinerary

May 2, Day 7:  Day Trip to Fort Jefferson 

May 3, Day 8:  Key West to Miami 
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Wakodahatchee Wetlands in Delray Beach will be a delightful way to spend our final
morning in south Florida. Hopefully by now we will have seen our target birds and we can
leisurely wander about the boardwalk trail enjoying close encounters with a nice variety of
wetland species like Wood Stork, Mottled Duck, White Ibis and several species of herons
and egrets. Along the way we will hope for good views of Least Bittern. The photography
opportunities here in the early morning light are spectacular and it will be hard to pry
anyone with a camera away from this venue. If there are any unusual birds being reported
in the area we will certainly try to see them and we will also try to clean up on any desired
species we might have missed. We'll plan for a late afternoon arrival at our hotel to allow
everyone a chance to clean up and prepare for their departure flights before dinner. Night in
Miami. 
May 5, Day 10:  Departure Flights

Participants can schedule their return flights from Miami International Airport (Airport Code
MIA) at anytime today. Note that this departure point is different than the arrival point of Fort
Myers.
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Springtime in Florida offers generally warm, sunny, and pleasant weather, although
afternoons can be muggy. Rain, particularly in the form of an afternoon shower is a distinct
possibility. Your main considerations when choosing clothes should be avoiding overexposure
to the sun and staying cool.
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The tour will be limited to seven participants.

The cost of the tour will be $3350 per person double occupancy and the single supplement
will be $700 per person. Price includes nine nights lodging (April 26-May 4), all meals
beginning with dinner on April 26 through dinner on May 4, all park entrance fees, guide fee,
all ground transportation during the tour and the boat trip to Fort Jefferson. 

Tour Cost

Registration & Deposit

In order to reserve a space on the tour, a completed and signed registration form is required
along with the a $500 deposit. Registration forms are available on the website at
www.otusasiotours.com 

Payments should be mailed to: 
Otus asio Tours
900 Hillsborough Road
Chapel Hill NC, 27516

Cancellation Policy  

Climate

Cancellation penalties and refunds are based on the following schedule: if cancellation is
made 90 days or more before the tour departure date, the deposit less $250 per person is
refundable. If cancellation is made fewer than 90 days before departure date and after final
payment is received the refunded amount will be limited to the amount that can be recouped
from merchants and booking agents and this may be as little as 25% of the tour price.
Because of this we strongly recommend the purchase of trip cancellation insurance for your
protection. Two excellent sources for trip insurance can be found at the following sites:

https://ripcordtravelprotection.com/purchase-ripcord

https://www.insuremytrip.com
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The Florida sun can be intense and participants who are especially sensitive to sun should
take all necessary precautions. In unusually dry seasons the weather can be hot with mid-
day temps in the 90's, but mid-80's are more expected.  A light-weight, long-sleeve shirt and
light-weight pants are recommended. Shorts and T-shirts are fine, although they offer less
sun protection. A light windbreaker and a sweatshirt or sweater may come in handy for early
morning or nighttime excursions. A comfortable pair of walking shoes or hiking boots will be
appropriate footwear throughout the tour. Rubber boots will not be necessary.

Tour Information

Mosquitos can be abundant and extremely annoying in some places on this tour, so a good
supply of insect repellent will be important. As always, the best way to protect yourself from
biting insects is to wear long pants and long-sleeved shirts and to have a ready supply of
repellent. 

Insects

This pace of this tour will be fairly easy. We will do a fair amount of hiking, but it will be
relatively easy and on flat ground. The most strenuous hike will be at Tigertail Beach where
we may walk on soft sand. All other walks will be of short duration and on gentle terrain. The
hardest part of birding is the need to spend long periods of time on one's feet and that will
be the case on many days during this tour. Obviously we will need very early starts as is
always the case, but there will be only one or two evening excursions and these will be
optional. 

Pace

Travel throughout the tour will be either in a 15-passenger van or a minivan. Size of the
vehicle will depend on the final group size.

Transportation
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Covid Vaccination Policy

In order to participate on this tour you must be fully vaccinated against the Covid-19 virus. 

Information

For further information, contact Jan Hansen at 919-259-9423 or otusasiotours@gmail.com.


