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Birding the Rio Grande Valley



December 5 – Sabal Palm Sanctuary, Boca Chica Beach, Old Port 
Isabel Road

This morning saw us birding at Sabal Palm Sanctuary where we saw our first of many 
specialty species of the region. Green Jay, White-tipped Dove, Long-billed Thrasher, 
Least Grebe, Ringed Kingfisher, and Olive Sparrow were some of the species we ob-
served for the first time. A brief flyover Zone-tailed Hawk, good looks at a perched Gray 
Hawk, and a few Black-crested Titmice were also enjoyed. After Sabal Palm we headed 
to the campus of the University of Texas - Rio Grande Valley. A Social Flycatcher had 
been present at this site but had recently disappeared; we didn’t have any luck with it but 
we did have great looks Green Kingfisher, Anhingas, Summer Tanager, and our only Yel-
low-throated Warbler of the trip. After lunch it was time to continue on to some coastal 
habitats for a much different suite of species. Our first stop produced our first White-
tailed Hawk but left us wanting much better looks. Among several other raptors and 

December 4 – Oliveira Park

After gathering our group at the Valley International Airport in Harlingen in the late 
afternoon we headed south towards Brownsville to Oliveira Park before heading to our 
hotel we would be staying at for the next couple nights. While waiting for parrots to 
come in to roost, we enjoyed watching our first Golden-fronted Woodpeckers and Trop-
ical Kingbird among others. Shortly after arriving we saw our first Green Parakeets, but 
it took a little wait until the parrots began to arrive.  We enjoyed great views of well over 
a hundred Red-crowned Parrots, quite a few White-fronted Parrots, and several Red-
lored Parrots!  
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December 5 – Continued

and shorebirds, we were lucky enough to find a small flock of Groove-billed Anis when 
we stopped for a Couch’s Kingbird. As we got closer to the coast, we continued seeing 
new birds such as Snow and Greater White-fronted Geese, a few species of gulls and 
terns, Reddish Egrets, and a closer White-tailed Hawk. On the way to the beach, we 
stopped at SpaceX’s Starbase to take photos of their cartoon-like rockets. The beach 
produced the normal beach birds such as Brown Pelican, Sanderling, Willet, and Ruddy 
Turnstone among others. A brief stop on our way back to Brownsville produced great 
looks at White-tailed Hawk and a variety of ducks but no Aplomado Falcon. We would 
need to spend some time the next day searching for an Aplomado.

December 6 – South Padre Island, San Benito Wetlands

On our way to South Padre Island, we stopped at Zapata Memorial Boat Ramp 
where many waterbirds abounded including American Oystercatcher, Black Skim-
mers, Reddish Egrets, both species of Night-Herons, and a few Roseate Spoonbills. 
One more stop before South Padre Island at the Aplomado Viewing Area. Before 
too long, one Aplomado Falcon flew by and perched on the other side of the high-
way. We had some great scope views and eventually a second falcon also arrived! 
Next, we headed to the convention center and some flats on South Padre Island.
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December 6 – Continued

Many more waterbirds were seen once we arrived at the convention center. Some of the 
highlights included Piping Plover, Marbled Godwit, Least Bittern, and good looks at a 
Marsh Wren. After a lunch on the water, we continued to the San Benito Wetlands. As 
we were arriving, we enjoyed great looks at a juvenile Peregrine Falcon and a few Scis-
sor-tailed Flycatchers. Our target at this location was a Fork-tailed Flycatcher and it 
didn’t take too long before we had spectacular views of this vagrant! It was a great day 
with many species, but it was time to head to our next hotel in McAllen.
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December 7 – Estero Llano Grande State Park, Valley Nature Center, 
Progresso Sod Farm

This morning brought us to Estero Llano Grande where we had good views of roosting 
Eastern Screech-Owl and Common Pauraque within a short time. We eventually made 
our way around the wetlands which were more quiet than normal, most likely due to 
the cool, cloudy, and windy conditions. But we were able to see our only Fulvous Whis-
tling-Ducks of the trip, Mexican Duck, and both Night-Herons among others. After-
wards, we birded around the tropical area of the park where it was quite birdy.  Some of 
the highlights included three species of hummingbirds, our first Clay-colored Thrushes 
and Altamira Orioles, and a couple obliging Olive Sparrows. After lunch at Nana’s 
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December 8 – Continued

we arrived at the Valley Nature Center to look for the Golden-crowned Warbler that has 
been calling this park home. As another group of birders were leaving, they mentioned 
that the bird was being uncooperative; typical Golded-crowned Warbler behavior. A few 
minutes after locating the warbler, it popped out along the trail and was too close for 
photos! With only a couple hours of daylight left, we stopped by a spot where a Burrow-
ing Owl had been roosting recently and found it resting on top of its normal irrigation 
structure roost. Up next was the old Progresso Sod Farms which is currently being con-
verted to a housing development, but we added some nice species such as a few White-
tailed Kites, Say’s Phoebe, Vesper and Savannah Sparrows, and a flock that contained a 
good number of Bronzed Cowbirds.
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December 8 – Salineno Area, “Sparrow” Road

After an early start, we arrived at Salineno where we spent the morning birding along 
the Rio Grande. A watch from the banks of the Rio Grande didn’t yield the hoped-for 
Muscovy Duck (wild type) or Red-billed Pigeon but we did enjoy great looks at Morelet’s 
Seedeaters, Mexican Duck, all three species of kingfishers, and our only Lincoln’s Spar-
row of the trip. By late morning, we headed into the surrounding desert to look for some 
new species that we wouldn’t have a chance to see later in the trip. Our first stop quickly 
yielded good looks at Black-throated Sparrow and Verdin. A Greater Roadrunner



December 8 – Continued

quickly sped by before anyone was able to see it; we would have to hope to run into an-
other later. After lunch we birded along some country roads, one of which birders have 
dubbed “sparrow” road. Unfortunately, the road didn’t live up to its name this time but 
we did see a family group of 5 White-tailed Hawks and many Harris’s Hawks, Crested 
Caracaras, and American Kestrels. A small group of Pyrrhuloxia was also a highlight!
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December 9 – Bentsen RGV State Park, Quinta Mazatlan

On our way to Bentsen on this morning, we stopped by Mission Trails since we hadn’t 
seen a Cactus Wren up to this point. Within a couple minutes, we had great looks at a 
couple of the wrens; it was a great way to start the morning!  We slowly made our way to 
the hawk tower and on our way, we saw our first Wild Turkeys among many of the valley 
specialties we had seen previously. There had been reports of Hook-billed Kite from the 
hawk tower over the last week, but we weren’t lucky enough for it to come by during 
our time watching. However, we did have great looks at Harris’s Hawks, Gray Hawks, 
and a couple Scissor-tailed Flycatchers that flew by. On our way back to the parking lot, 
a Greater Roadrunner entertained us with close looks and some “road” running! In the 
afternoon, we headed to Quinta Mazatlan to look for the wintering Crimson-collared 
Grosbeak. When we still hadn’t seen the grosbeak at 4:15, I figured we’d have to come
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December 10 – Santa Ana NWR, McCook Area, Delta Lake

We began this day at the hawk tower at Santa Ana NWR hoping for a glimpse of a 
Hook-billed Kite. The wind had increased overnight, and it was a rather windy morning 
which didn’t help with our search. We didn’t see a kite, but we did have looks at a few 
other species such as Harris’s Hawks and a flyover American Pipit and American Gold-
finch. Afterwards, we walked around a few of the ponds and added a few species such as 
Cinnamon Teal, Ring-necked Duck, Stilt Sandpiper, and Tree Swallows. After lunch, we 
headed out to some fields near McCook to look for some recently reported Mountain 
Plovers. Unfortunately, the plovers must have been too far from the road to see but we 
did enjoy large flocks of Horned Larks and our only Western Meadowlark. In the late 
afternoon we enjoyed large numbers of waterbirds at and around Delta Lake. Our first
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December 9 – Continued

the next day and try again. We headed back to the feeders to see if the grosbeak might 
come in there and after a few minutes, there it was! It stayed rather hidden and not ev-
eryone in the group had gotten a good look, so we walked back towards the main house 
and the bird appeared out in the open for everyone to see. It was a great ending to the 
day.
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December 10 – Continued

Merlin of the trip gave great looks as it hunted over a field and briefly interacted with 
a Northern Harrier. Once we arrived at the lake itself, we added a Franklin’s Gull to 
our trip list among many other waterbirds including Wilson’s Snipe, Tricolored Heron, 
Roseate Spoonbill, and a handful of shorebird species. The tour was almost over but we 
made one last stop in Harlingen at the Valle Vista Mall.  A mall doesn’t seem like a great 
birding spot but we were here for one species, the Green Parakeet. As soon as pulled in, 
we could hear some parakeets and it wasn’t long before we had great flyby and perched 
views. By the end of the tour, we had racked up 180 species with great looks at most of 
the specialties of the Lower Rio Grande Valley and enjoyed some great food while at it!
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