Birding Florida’s Space Coast
Birding in Florida is very diverse and was very exciting for a first timer from Idaho. There’s the
beach, the wetlands, the grass prairies, the mangroves and the hammocks that provide a
unique variety of wildlife. Highlights included Manatee, Sea Turtles, Armadillo, Alligators,
Fiddler Crabs, Dolphins and a Bobcat. Some of my favorites birds seen for the first time were
Wood Stork, Roseate Spoonbill, Reddish Egret, Snail Kite, Whooping Crane, Limpkin, Florida
Scrub Jay, Crested Caracara, Sandwich Tern, Frigatebird and Ruddy Turnstone to name a few.
The other highlight was watching NASA’s OSIRIS-REx rocket launch the first evening of the trip.

I owe the great trip to my good friend Steve Hofhine that just moved to Brevard County from
Idaho earlier in the year. We went on some great birding adventures when he lived in Idaho. I
gave him a list of life birds I needed and a few interests and he planned an itinerary that was
unforgettable. Many of the photos in the article were taken by Steve.
Itinerary (2016):
Sept. 8 - OSIRIS-Rex launch - https://www.nasa.gov/osiris-rex
Sept. 9 – Viera Wetlands, Moccasin Island, Brevard Zoo, Cruickshank Sanctuary & Cocoa Beach
Sept. 10 – Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge, Jetty Park
Sept. 11 – Lake Kissimmee and Lake Tohopekaliga

An American Alligator along the trail at Viera Wetlands

Day 1 – Rocket Launch

Steve picked me up at the Orlando Airport Thursday evening and asked if I’d rather see a Snail
Kite at a local lake in Orlando or drive to a park near his home in Cocoa and watch a NASA
rocket launch. It didn’t take me long to say rocket launch. Watching a rocket launch was on my
hope-to-do-life bucket list. Very cool to feel the power. After the launch, he took me to a
nearby hammock trail on Merritt Island and we spotlighted the first Armadillo that I’ve ever
seen. I was also introduced to Sand Flies and big spiders hanging on their webs. Boy was I itchy!

NASA’s OSIRIS-Rex Mission Launch (Steve Hofhine photos)

Day 2 – Viera Wetlands

Steve worked on Friday. He works at the Brevard Zoo as a designer. What a cool job! He let me
drive his car to nearby Viera Wetlands where I was introduced to most of Florida’s well known
bird species or “low hanging fruit” as Steve calls them. I always got a kick out of that because
Wood Stork and Roseate Spoonbill were tops on my U.S. birds most wanted list and they are
considered “low hanging fruit” by Floridian birder standards since they are seen on a regular
basis. After spending a few days in the area, I was amazed at the number of storks, egrets and
herons I saw. I could understand why he teased but it never got old for me to see Tri-colored
Herons, Wood Storks or Cattle Egrets.
One of the most memorable happenings on the trip was when Steve introduced me to the Viera
Wetlands before he went to work. As light began to awaken the wetlands, I noticed the island
rookery dotted with white. There were hundreds of birds, most being Cattle Egret with many
herons and egrets and a few Anhinga & Storks. My mind was blown away when they started
flying from the reserve in long lines in every direction leaving their roosts for the day. That
combined with the chattering of Boat-tailed Grackles was a sight to behold.
After dropping off Steve, I spent half the day at Viera Wetlands driving the perimeter and
walking the interior trails. Seeing all the Alligators on the water’s edge near the trails was a new
and exhilarating experience for me. I went to New Orleans a couple years ago or my list of life
birds from Viera Wetlands would have been twice as long. King Rail and Least Bittern were my
greatest surprises. See one of my eBird checklists (with photos) from Viera Wetlands as an
example: http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S31492785

After birding Viera Wetlands and the nearby Click Ponds I drove further down the road to River
Lakes Conservation Area – Moccasin Island. My goal was to try to find a Crested Caracara and
Bobwhite. I found neither but I did pick up a lifer Common Ground Dove. I really enjoyed seeing
Florida’s grasslands. It was a totally different ecosystem than nearby Viera Wetlands. The
highlight was watching an Alligator cross the road in front of me. See checklist:
http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S31495969

River Lakes Conservation Area – Moccasin Island

I spent the last couple hours of the work day at Brevard Zoo. Steve gave me a quick tour and I
spent the rest of the time looking at the animals and exhibits. My favorite was watching the
Crocodiles get fed. See checklist: http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S31497180
On the way home from the zoo, we stopped at Cruickshank Sanctuary, a well-known location
to see endemic Florida Scrub Jays. I was surprised by how unconcerned they were with our
presence. It made sense after Steve told me they’ve been fed here in the past so they frequent
the area. See checklist: http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S31512777
See video of the Florida Scrub-Jay:
https://www.flickr.com/photos/120225686@N06/29501816210/in/datetaken

River Lakes Conservation Area – Moccasin Island

Florida Scrub-Jay (Steve Hofhine photo) at Cruickshank Sanctuary

Day 3 – Merritt Island National Wildlife Refuge
Merritt Island is a special place. One of the main wildlife observation areas was shut down due
to recent hurricane activity but there was still a lot to see. Highlights for the area were seeing a
Bobcat run across the road, seeing Manatee up close and seeing the Reddish Egret run with
outstretched wings as it scares up its prey. Getting to see the Mangrove ecosystem for the first
time was a real treat as well. This area attracts a lot of wildlife.
Our first stop was at the visitor center to see if we could find a Painted Bunting that was visiting
the feeder. We had no luck with the bunting but saw a couple warblers walking around on the
trails. We continued on to a nearby Hammock to look for more warblers and after a bit decided
to get away from the mosquitos and see the rest of the refuge.

Oak and Palm Hammock Trails

Our next stop was to see the
Manatee. There was a sign
that said don’t water the
Manatee. I found that very
interesting. The purpose is to
keep Manatee from hanging
around marinas so they don’t
get hit by boats. It messes up
their natural migration from
salt to fresh water which
allows them to be more safe
vs hanging around all the
boats. This is another example
of why we shouldn’t feed
wildlife. Something that seems
so harmless can have dire
consequences to the animal.

Manatee video:

https://www.flickr.com/photos/120225686@N06/29759140646/in/photolist-LrqY47-MkHnHQ-MdR8sC

It was now off to see the animals of the brackish estuary to see the mangrove forest. This
habitat of mixed fresh water and sea water was foreign to me so I was excited to see the plants
and wildlife that existed in this ecosystem. We drove down Bio Lab Road and this is where we
encountered a Bobcat that ran across the road in front of us. That was a surprise bonus as our
hope was to see the Reddish Egret. We were able to see these Egrets along with several
shorebird species including a White-rumped Sandpiper. See checklist:
http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S31512676
Reddish Egret video: https://www.flickr.com/photos/120225686@N06/29758506936/in/photolist-MkE8kN

Mangroves of the brackish water estuary

Our last stop was to see some more mangrove forests that were more salty than fresh
compared to the area along Bio Lab Road. This is where I saw my lifer Mottled Duck. I loved the

drive out through the
mangroves. This area
known as Peacocks Pocket
was teaming with all kinds
of Egrets, Herons, Ibis and
Gallinule. These are the
areas that surround Cape
Canaveral where we shoot
our rockets into space.
This area is a great buffer
for the hurricanes that
frequent this area. They
absorb and dissipate
much of the energy of a
storm surge. These are
valuable areas that are
worth protecting.

An area of Merritt Island NWR known as Peacock’s Pocket

Atlantic Sand Fiddler Crabs & Reddish Egret (Steve hofhine photos)

Jetty Park & Cocoa Beach
We spent the evening at Jetty Park birding and swimming with Steve’s family. I wasn’t dressed
for swimming but I soon found myself up to my chest jumping into the waves that came
crashing toward me. I was amazed at the warm temperature of the water and forgot how salty
the water tasted on my lips. One of my best memories was looking up and noticing a large
Magnificent Frigatebird soaring overhead. This bird spends most of its life soaring over the
ocean rarely landing on the water.
See soaring Magnificent Frigatebird: https://www.flickr.com/photos/120225686@N06/29169206653/in/datetaken

We also saw several seagulls, terns and shorebirds including a lifer Ruddy Turnstone. Another
interesting observation from the evening before at Cocoa Beach was a Sanderling hopping
around on one leg.
Ruddy Turnstone video: https://www.flickr.com/photos/120225686@N06/29712191601/in/datetaken
One-legged Sanderling: https://www.flickr.com/photos/120225686@N06/29169294843/in/datetaken

Lifer Ruddy Turnstone (Steve Hofhine photo)
Laughing Gull & Lesser Black-backed Gull

Royal Tern (Steve Hofhine photos)

A couple other
highlights at
Jetty Park were
seeing Sea
Turtles in the
wild. There was a
location in the
harbor where
you could look
down into the
water and see
Sea Turtles come
to the surface.
The other
highlight was
seeing an
Atlantic Bottlenosed Dolphin
swimming at the bow of a Disney Cruise Ship leaving the harbor. There was a lot of wildlife and
ecosystems that I saw on this trip for the first time. I’d much rather do this than go to nearby
Disneyworld. It was a unique opportunity for Steve and I to be able to do this.

Cocoa Beach

Last Day – Lake Kissimmee and Lake Tohopekaliga
I had a train to catch in the evening. I was on my way to a work meeting in Raleigh, NC. I flew
out a few days early for this awesome experience. We spent the morning at church, it being
Sunday. After lunch we took the long scenic route to the airport to try for a couple rarities: Snail
Kite and Whooping Crane. I was also hoping for a Crested Caracara. We were successful seeing
all three species. We also saw lots of great birds along the way. What a way to end the trip!

Now I know why they’re called Cattle Egrets (Steve Hofhine photo)

A hard to find Whooping Crane near Lake Kissimmee (Steve Hofhine photo)
eBird Checklist: http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S33356538

Snail Kite with a snail and Wood Stork at Lake Tohopekaliga (Steve Hofhine photos)

