
 WHERE THE BIRDS ARE
 Fall Migration HOTSPOTS Across the US

by Angela Minor

Missouri
Loess Bluffs National Wildlife Refuge 
(also known as Squaw Creek NWR)

Loess (pronounced “luss”), wind-blown silty 
sediments from a recent ice age, forms hills for the few 
remaining parcels of native prairie and woodlands that 
once numbered over 15 million acres. Totaling 7,440 
acres, this refuge of grasslands, forests, croplands, and 
wetlands was recognized and protected in 1935 as critical 
habitat for migratory birds and wildlife. 

Three hundred bird species along with 40 species of 
reptiles and 30 mammal species have been documented. 
Millions of snow geese arrive each year at this Mississippi 
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Flyway location, along with one of the lower 48’s largest 
concentrations of Bald Eagles. In addition to the viewing 
opportunities at multiple emergent marshes and pools, 
both Eagle Pool observation areas offer exceptional views.

Trip tips: The monarch butterflies, on their 3,000-mile 
migration, stop by in August and September. And, the 
refuge has a tagging project! Waterfowl migration peaks 
October – November; early December for Eagles. (fws.gov/
refuge/Loess_Bluffs)

Northern Harrier  
Loess Bluffs NWR, Missouri

Photo by KS Nature Photography- 
Krisztina Scheeff

Nine Destinations  Across 
the US to Enjoy the Most 
Magnificent Spectacle in 
Flight!
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Alaska
Izembek National Wildlife Refuge

Along the inner crescent of landforms that 

launch westward from the Alaska Peninsula to 

the Aleutians lies the state’s smallest and most 

ecologically diverse refuge. At 417,500 acres, the 

area is composed of barrier islands, shoreline, 

tundra, freshwater lakes and streams, mud and 

sand flats, glaciers, valleys, volcanoes, and one 

of the largest eelgrass beds in the world. First 

Nation Aleut families have resided on these 

lands since the Second Ice Age.

In addition to five salmon species, 

caribou, bears, wolves, sea otters, seals, sea 

lions, four whale species, and 300  types of 

plants, this Bering Sea refuge welcomes over 

140 species of birds. Ninety-eight percent of 

the Brant population on the eastern Pacific 

coasts (150,000+ birds) arrives here each 

fall. Significant percentages of the world’s 

populations of Emperor and Cackling Geese 

(60,000+), and Steller’s Eiders (23,000+), 

along with 30 different shorebirds including 

abundant Dunlin and Western and Rock 

Sandpipers also use this portion of the Pacific 

Flyway.

Trip tips: The remoteness requires planning, 

an affinity for primitive conditions, and 

flexibility for changing weather. (fws.gov/

refuge/Izembek)

New Mexico
Bosque del Apache National 
Wildlife Refuge

Water management is an art and science 

perfected in this desert southwest refuge via 

recreating the bisecting Rio Grande seasonal 

wetlands. Over the past 80 years, environmentally 

sound practices have restored thousands of acres 

of human-devastated floodplains particularly 

crucial for migratory bird habitats. Of the 57,331 

acres lying between two fault-block mountain 

ranges, 30,400 acres are designated wilderness in 

three geographically distinct units – small mesas 

at Chupadera, mountains and arroyos at Indian 

Well, and rolling desert to the peak at Little San 

Pascual Mountain.

The bird species number 358 in The Bosque 

(Spanish for a forest habitat found along the 

floodplains of a watercourse). Expect strong 

Sandhill Crane and waterfowl arrivals in fall.

Trip tips: Drive the twelve-mile auto tour loop 

with optional audio stops for park highlights and 

stunning photo opportunities (30 minutes before 

and after sunrise and sunset respectively); and 

hike seven trails of varying difficulty for quiet 

birding. (fws.gov/refuge/Bosque_del_Apache)

Sandhill Cranes in the Bosque del 
Apache NWR, New Mexico
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Tufted Puffin
Izembek NWR, Alaska

Photo by Robin Edwards
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Florida
Audubon Corkscrew Swamp 
Sanctuary

The world’s largest remaining old-
growth Bald Cypress forest watches over 
14,000 acres in this protected Everglades 
ecosystem. Situated on the Atlantic Flyway, 
this sanctuary is an Important Bird Area, 
a Great Florida Birding Trail gateway, 
and Wetland of International Importance 
(Ramsar). A 2.25-mile boardwalk, accessible 
for all ability levels, wanders through forest, 
marshland, wet prairie, pine flatwood, and 
sawgrass pond habitats.

During a leisurely visit in this gentle 
landscape see 200+ bird species, snakes, 
alligators, otters, red-bellied turtles, white-
tailed deer, and a fish-eating spider. With a 
bit of good timing, the world’s largest known 
ghost orchid (Dendrophylax lindenii) might 
be blooming, too!

Trip tips: Take naturalist-guided walks for 
birding, ancient forest immersion, after-
dark sights and sounds, and actual wading 
into the swamp. Gather all information 
and opportunities for conservation at the 
full-service Blair Audubon Visitor Center. 

(corkscrew.audubon.org)

California
Salton Sea State Recreation 
Area

Millions of Pacific Flyway migratory 
birds depend on California’s largest 
body of water, which is saltier than the 
ocean and rests -227 feet below sea level. 
Following spring floods a century ago, 
every drop of liquid in the Colorado River 
splashed into this geographic trough for 
18 solid months; ultimately creating 130 
miles of shoreline. Today, this ‘miracle 
in the desert’ has dwindling water and 
oxygen levels, increasing pressure from 
pollutants, rising salinity, and falling food 
resources, as well as haggling over a  long-
term plan for protection and restoration.

Four hundred avian species have 
been documented at this critical 
migration destination.

Trip tips: Guided tours are ideal for 
birding (parks.ca.gov/?page_id=21261); 
and the urgency for stewardship 
and activism remains intense. 
(saltonseaactioncommittee.org - to get 
involved)

Texas
Big Bend National Park

Ancient water-carved limestone canyons 
amongst 196 miles of the Rio Grande Wild 
& Scenic River, the entire Chisos Mountain 
range surrounded by the Chihuahuan Desert 
ecosystem, elevations rising from 1,850 to 
7,832 feet, 2,340 archeological sites (to-date) 
recording 12,000 years of human history, and 
201 miles of hiking trails are just waiting to be 
explored at this 801,163-acre national park.

The flora and fauna are equally vast and 
wild in the ‘splendid isolation’ that is Big Bend 
NP: 1,295 plant species, 450+ bird species, 56 
reptile and 75 mammal species, 11 amphibian 
and 38 fish species, and 3,600 species of insects. 
From April to September, the only place on 
the planet to see the Colima Warbler is in the 
Chisos.

Trip tips: Go backcountry camping and 
point optics skyward into the sparkling, inky 
night sky (an officially designated Dark Sky). 
Rules, regs, and info available at five visitor 
centers. Also the place for some night birding! 
(nps.gov/bibe)

Magnolia Warbler  
Audubon Corkscrew Swamp 

Sanctuary, Florida

Photo by Mark Hainen



Minnesota
Hawk Ridge Nature Reserve

In a city dense with wildlife parks, 
this reserve in Duluth averages 76,000+ 
raptors and 200,000+ non-raptors 
winging their way south during fall. Since 
1951, incremental conservation efforts 
embraced these 365 acres and inspired 
protection, research, and appreciation 
of the majesty and importance of avian 
migration.

Following updrafts on Lake Superior’s 
shoreline, 19 birds of prey species fly above 
binoculars and scopes of birders from all 
50 US states and 40+ nations. The Hawk 
Ridge Bird Observatory offers workshops, 
demonstrations, and festivals, with onsite 
naturalists at the main overlook on 
Skyline Parkway.

Trip tips: Mid-day from mid-August 
through November with winds from 
the west/northwest is optimal for hawk 
watching. Find more diversity early in the 
season with larger raptors late, and fewer 
crowds along the four miles of hiking 
trails. (hawkridge.org)

Washington
Ridgefield National Wildlife 
Refuge

The lower Columbia River is dotted 
with four refuges in the Ridgefield NWR 
Complex. This particular location of fifty-
three hundred acres is a patchwork of 
riparian forests (with towering old-growth 
Oregon White Oaks), meadows, sloughs, and 
wetlands. With archeological richness dating 
back 2,300 years for First Nations, it is also a 
site on the Lewis & Clark National Historic 
Trail. The latter wrote, “I could not sleep for 
the noise kept by the Swans, Geese, white 
& black brant, Ducks…& Sand hill Crane” 
(Capt. William Clark’s journal, 5 Nov 1805).

The refuge is a pit stop and/or home 
address for 200+ bird species, including six 
subspecies of Canada Geese who stay for 
winter.

Trip tips: A stop at the refuge office for 
updates on accessibility is a must as three of 
the five units are sanctuaries, and availability 
on adjoining private lands is regulated. (fws.
gov/refuge/Ridgefield)

New Jersey
Cape May Point State Park

Easy trails, elevated boardwalks, 
viewing platforms, and naturalists from 
the Cape May Bird Observatory create the 
perfect birding environment at this famous 
fall hotspot. A peninsula  of wetlands, 
coastal dunes, marshlands, ponds, and 
dune forests welcome raptors, songbirds, 
Monarch butterflies, dragonflies, and 
even Horseshoe Crab migrations. Explore 
WWII structures, a sunken concrete ship, 
and 199 steps skyward for a bird’s eye view 
from the lighthouse.

Latest data at eBird.org reports 366 
bird species around the Cape, including 
19 raptor species. Fall temperature drops 
bring fallouts of warblers, thrushes, orioles, 
tanagers, vireos, and other songbirds in the 
dune forests. Nearby Stone Harbor Point is 
perfect for shorebird numbers.

Trip tips: Check the Raptor Banding 
Program on weekends from mid-
September to the end of October for rare 
close-ups. (njparksandforests.org/parks/
capemay.html)
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Short-eared Owl  
Hawk Ridge Nature Reserve,

Minnesota

Photo by Mark Hainen


