
Causes:
Climate Change and
Migration hazards: 

hurricanes, flooding, 
droughts, fire, collisions,
windows, light pollution, 
degraded feeding stops, 

decreasing winter habitats, 
mistimed blooming/hatching



Florida Scrub-Jay 
(Aphelocoma coerulescens)

Red colored scientific names are state or federal listed endangered or threatened species

The Florida Scrub-Jay is 
endemic to Florida, meaning it 
is only found in the sunshine 
state.   Scrub-jays live only in 
a specific habitat known as 
F lor ida scrub. Scrub is 
typically found at Florida’s 
highest elevations, where the 
soils are sandy and well-
drained, just inland parallel to 
Florida’s coasts as well as in 
the interior of the Florida 
peninsula. Much of Florida’s 
scrub habitat was converted 
to citrus groves and other 
agricultural uses or developed 
for residential and commercial 
use. Habitat fragmentation 
and fire suppression are two 
of this jay’s greatest threats; 
without fire, open sandy 
patches in which the jays 
cache their winter food supply 
of acorns succeed into shady 
forests that no longer serve 
the Scrub-jay’s needs.

As of the early 1990s, the 
t o t a l p o p u l a t i o n w a s 
estimated at about 4,000 
pairs, probably a reduction of 
more than 90% from original 
numbers. Loss of habitat has 
been the main problem. Prime 
F l o r i d a o a k s c r u b i s 
maintained by occasional 
fires, so fire prevention has 
added to the effect of ongoing 
development in squeezing out 
the jay's habitat.  
Photo Arthur Morris



Black Skimmer (Rynchops niger) 
Blue colored scientific names are imperiled or special concern status

Black Skimmers look like 
masked bandits with short 
legs, black and white plumage 
and a black and orange bill. 
The lower half of their bill is 
longer than the upper, enabling 
them to “skim” across the 
water with their mouth partly 
open and bill dragging across 
the surface in search of a fish. 
Because they nest in colonies 
on the sand just above the 
high-tide line, they are very 
susceptible to loss of eggs and 
young from storms, high tides 
and human disturbance. Photo 
by Mary Lundeberg

In late 19th century, eggs 
w e r e h a r v e s t e d 
commercially, and adults 
w e r e k i l l e d f o r t h e i r 
feathers, leading to a 
reduction of Atlantic Coast 
populations; good recovery 
of numbers since. Still very 
sensitive to disturbance in 
nesting colonies. Range 
expanding in west.
Photo by Cynthia Herrick



Everglade Snail Kite 
(Rostrhamus sociabilis plumbeus) 

The success of the endangered Everglade Snail Kite is a key ecological indicator for the health 
of the Greater Everglades. Snail Kite numbers declined significantly until the early 2000s due 
to degradation of water quality and sporadic water levels that were wreaking havoc on wetland 
plants and the kites’ namesake food item. Their numbers have since rebounded, but they are 
still in danger of extinction.  The Everglade Snail Kite is a bird of prey with a very particular 
appetite: it feeds almost exclusively on apple snails, a freshwater mollusk that occurs in 
Central and South Florida wetlands including the Everglades. The bird’s curved beak is slightly 
off-center to allow it to easily extract the snail from its spiraled shell. The sight of these hunters 
hovering over the Everglades’ sawgrass is a mainstay of our Florida heritage.  Photo: RJ Wiley



Wood Stork 
(Mycteria americana)

Wood Storks are year-round Florida 
residents that  nest colonially over water, 
historically in mangroves or cypress trees. In 
recent decades, records they have also been 
found nesting in altered habitats on islands in 
man-made stormwater ponds, using Brazilian 
pepper and other trees. Their feeding 
strategy relies completely on shallow water 
levels where they can wade. These tactile 
feeders sweep their heads back and forth 
through the water with bill open until they 
make contact with a fish, frog, crayfish or 
other aquatic animals. During the nesting 
season, adults rely on the seasonal dry-down 
of wetland areas to concentrate prey, 
allowing efficient foraging  to provide for their 
rapidly growing chicks. 

It feeds in shallow water, stirring the bottom with its unlikely 
pink feet and snapping up small prey that are unlucky 
enough to encounter the bird’s sensitive bill. They nest in 
early spring, just in time for the traditional season of lowest 
water when prey items will be concentrated in shrunken 
wetlands, providing good hunting so the storks can feed their 
young.
Now, we have altered the natural cycle of high and low water 
in our wetlands and Wood Storks often can’t find enough 
food for their young, who eventually succumb to starvation.  
Photo: Mary Lundeberg

Audubon of Florida submitted 50 years of Wood Stork 
nesting data to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in 
response to the agency's call for additional research on 
North America's only native stork.   The agency request is in 
response to the pro-development Florida Homebuilders 
Association's petition to have the native stork's federal 
Endangered status removed.   Removing the bird's status 
would pave the way for easier permitting of activities that 
harm the wetlands upon which these birds depend.  Photo: 
Mary Lundeberg 



Florida Grasshopper Sparrow 
(Ammodramus savannarum floridanus) 

The Florida Grasshopper Sparrow is a federally endangered bird 
found nowhere else in the world. These sparrows inhabit dry open 
prairies in south central Florida where they feed on seeds and 
grasshoppers. The conversion of open prairie habitat to agricultural 
fields and pasture land has caused destruction of native habitats for 
the grasshopper sparrow. Despite public land managers’ efforts to 
recover the bird, its population continues to decline steeply on the 
very lands where it should be thriving. To date, captive breeding has 
been somewhat successful and grasshopper sparrows are being 
released back into the wild on public lands. Without continued funding 
for captive breeding and reintroduction programs, the outlook is dire 
for this diminutive Florida prairie specialist.  Photo: CL Evans

Compare the Florida floridanus 
(FGSP) species with the pratensis 
(GRSP). The obvious and simple 
distinction is that FGSP (on left) is 
m u c h d a r k e r o v e r a l l . M o r e 
specifically, the feathers of the 
coverts, tertiaries, scapulars, and 
back are much blacker with whiter 
edging. The same feathers on the 
GRSP are lighter with buffy edging. 
The feathers of the nape on the 
FGSP are darker. The FGSP’s 
median crown stripe is also whiter 
while that of the GRSP is buffier.  
Not so obvious is the fact that the 
FGSP’s bil l is heavier/larger.  
Photo: Paul Miller



Piping Plover 
(Charadrius melodus)

The piping plover is protected by the U.S. Migratory 
Bird Treaty Act.   It is also protected as a Threatened 
species by the Federal Endangered Species Act and as 
a Federally designated Threatened species by Florida’s 
Endangered and Threatened Species Rule.  The main 
threat to piping plovers is habitat loss.  Development on 
beaches has reduced the amount of suitable wintering 
areas available.   Disturbance by humans and domestic 
animals forces wintering and migrating birds to increase 
their energy expenditure, and can also cause breeding 
plovers to abandon nests and young.  Other threats 
include predation from raccoons, skunks, and foxes 
(U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service 2011).

Red-cockaded Woodpecker 
(Picoides borealis)

The main threat to the RCW is the loss and deterioration of 
habitat.   In the late 1800’s and early 1900’s, longleaf pines were 
extensively logged for their value as lumber.   Longleaf pine 
communities were also destroyed and transformed into 
agriculture fields.   Since the 1950’s, clear cutting of longleaf 
pines for development and agriculture has been a threat to many 
species that depend on the old-growth pine as it caused habitat 
fragmentation.  Fire suppression can degrade longleaf and slash 
pine communities causing the area to become a foraging area 
with low productivity. 
In 2006, FWC began a statewide  RCW Safe Harbor Program  through an 
agreement with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service under the Federal 
Endangered Species Act (ESA).   The goal of the program is to help conserve 
the RCW through partnerships with private landowners.  Since RCWs are 
protected under the ESA, landowners have a legal obligation to protect the 
birds and their habitat.   The program currently includes 15 private properties 
and approximately 65,000 acres.     Safe Harbor Agreements make sense 
whenever landowners are interested in restoring or enhancing habitats that 
may benefit this endangered species but are concerned about incurring 
additional regulatory restrictions on the use of their land.  It effectively freezes a 
landowner's ESA responsibilities as long as the owner agrees to restore, 
enhance, or create habitat that benefits red-cockaded woodpeckers.   The Safe 
Harbor Program has many benefits to landowners, but the primary incentive is 
the certainty they gain regarding future land use. Property owners can 
maintain, restore or enhance red-cockaded woodpecker habitat, with the 
assurance that additional birds will not result in more land use restrictions. The 
program is voluntary and a landowner can withdraw from it at any time.



FWC Protected Birds

Little Blue Heron
 (Egretta caerulea) 

Little Blue Herons nesting at  freshwater 
sites as well as on coastal islands in 
colonies with other herons and egrets. 
They forage alone, primarily in freshwater 
hab i ta ts . They ea t fish , sh r imp , 
amphibians, and insects, and are 
vulnerable to the continuing alteration of 
wetlands caused by development. Learn 
a b o u t w a d i n g b i r d m o n i t o r i n g 
a t  A u d u b o n ’ s C o a s t a l I s l a n d s 
Sanctuaries, established in 1934 to 
protect the colonial waterbirds along the 
west central coast of Florida.  Photos: 
Mary Lundeberg



Least Tern 
(Sternula antillarum)

Each spring, Least Terns migrate from 
Central and South America to Florida’s 
shores and beyond for summer nesting 
season. They nest in large groups called 
colonies. While most natural predators can 
be deterred by the colony’s mobbing 
behavior, these bi rds are h ighly 
vulnerable to disturbance by humans and 
pets, and have absolutely no defense 
against toxic algae or rising seas.  
Photos: Mary Lundeberg

Because many of Florida’s beaches have 
been altered by development or are 
crowded with beach visitors, their only 
choice is sometimes a flat, gravel-
covered rooftop, which can pose a 
unique set of dangers to small chicks that 
can fall off unprotected roof edges.



Roseate Spoonbill 
(Platalea ajaja) 

Roseate Spoonbills are among the most 
stunning and recognizable birds along 
Florida’s shores -- their bright pink plumage 
with deep pink wing accents, orange tail 
feathers, and spoon-shaped bills make them 
easy to identify. The spoonbill’s plumage was 
highly prized by plume hunters and the 
species was largely extirpated in Florida by 
1900. While their numbers have rebounded 
significantly, they are still at risk due to loss of 
habitat and erratic water levels in Florida Bay 
affecting food availability. Photo by Mary 
Lundeberg and Bren Curtis



Snowy Plover (Charadrius nivosus) 
Snowy Plovers are year-round Florida residents that nest on white sand beaches, near passes, and 
along intertidal sand flats. They pluck small invertebrate animals from the breaking surf and forage for 
insects along the upper beach. Once common along Florida’s Gulf coast, Snowy Plover numbers are 
steadily declining primarily due to disturbance, predation, and loss of habitat. High rises and other 

development along 
our coast prevent 
beaches from 
retreating in 
response to sea 
level rise, potentially 
leaving these 
solitary ground-
nesters nowhere to 
go.  Photos: Mary 
Lundeberg



American Oystercatcher 
(Haematopus palliatus) 

Numbers declined seriously in 19th century, then recovered well in 20th century. Despite disturbance in 
beach habitats, the species currently is doing fairly well, often nesting on dredge spoil islands.  The 
American Oystercatcher is one of the largest and most striking birds seen along Florida’s shores, with 
brown and white plumage, pink legs, thick orange bill, and yellow eyes with bright orange eye-ring. 
Florida’s year-round population of approximately four hundred nesting pairs of oystercatchers is 
augmented by an influx of more than 1,500 migratory birds each winter. They mostly eat mollusks and 
frequent coastal areas where oysters are abundant. Resident birds nest on sandy beaches and 
rooftops and are highly vulnerable to disturbance.

Avian species are consuming plastic much closer to home, a new study in Marine Pollution Bulletin 
warns. Scientists dissected the stomachs of 24 American Oystercatchers from Brazil’s Rio Grande do 
Sul coast and discovered plastic and glass inside all of them. These findings add to a growing body of 
evidence that ocean debris is a major concern for shorebirds and their conservation.  Of all the bird 
carcasses recovered from the beach, oystercatchers logged the most human pollution—a fact that may 
be attributed to their wide dispersal and foraging habits.  In another study they recorded an average of 
29 pieces of plastic in each oystercatcher, and a whopping 140 pieces in one bird.  Photo: Rob Sabatini



Tricolored Heron
(Egretta tricolor)

Tricolored Herons are widely 
distributed across Florida, feeding 
primarily on fish from fresh and 
saltwater habitats. They are slate 
gray with a reddish-blue head and 
neck, and a white belly 
and throat. These birds are among 
the smaller waders in Florida. They 
nest colonially in freshwater and 
coastal island colonies, where they 
often compete with larger species for 
the best nest spots. Photo: Mary 
Lundeberg

Reddish Egret 
(Egretta rufescens)
This species is the rarest heron 
in North America, with the five 
Gulf Coast states comprising 
the northernmost part of its 
range. Eliminated from Florida 
by the plume-hunters by the 
late 1800s, Reddish Egrets 
returned naturally to former 
breeding sites by 1974. Since 
then, the number of nesting 
pairs has slowly climbed to 480 
across the state, as published 
recently in the  Florida Field 
Naturalist (Cox et al, 2019). 
Reddish Egrets have a blue-
gray body with mauve-colored 
head and chest, but white 
morph birds are also seen, 
primarily in the Tampa Bay 
region. These birds nest with 
other wading birds in coastal 
island colonies. Photo by Sharon Wilcox



Imperiled Species

https://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/profiles/#!categoryid=1149&subcategoryid=&status=

22 listed birds: American oystercatcher (Threatened), Black skimmer (Threatened), Brown pelican 
(Delisted), Everglade Snail Kite (Rostrhamus sociabilis plumbeus) –- Federally Endangered, Florida 
burrowing owl (Threatened), Florida Grasshopper Sparrow (Ammodramus savannarum floridanus) – 
Federally Endangered, Florida sandhill crane (Threatened), Florida Scrub-Jay (Aphelocoma 
coerulescens) -- Federally Threatened, Least tern (Threatened), Limpkin (Delisted), Little blue heron 
(Threatened), Marian’s marsh wren (Threatened), Osprey, Monroe County (Delisted), Reddish egret 
(Threatened), Roseate spoonbill (Threatened), Scott’s seaside sparrow (Threatened), Snowy egret 
(Delisted), Snowy plover (Threatened), Southeastern American kestrel (Threatened), Tri-colored heron 
(Threatened), Wakulla seaside sparrow (Threatened), White ibis (Delisted), White-crowned pigeon 
(Threatened), Wood Stork Mycteria americana –- Federally Threatened Worthington’s marsh wren 
(Threatened)

https://myfwc.com/wildlifehabitats/profiles/#!categoryid=1149&subcategoryid=&status=
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