Birding on the Central Oregon Coast

(Updated 8/9/2011 by Greg Gillson)

This brief birding guide expands upon the information on the Central Oregon Coast Birding Trail brochure:
http://www.oregoncoastbirding.com/PDFs/3%20Central%20Coast%20Listings.pdf

The Birding Trail brochure serves as the basis for locating birding sites in this guide. It is assumed that you have a copy of the brochure of the Birding Trail. While birds may be found at all of the 55 sites in the Birding Trail, only a very few of the sites are top-notch, don't miss, sites. After discussing the best sites on the central Oregon coast, this guide discusses where to find specialty birds and some ID pitfalls.

Sites 44-45) Knight Park and Salmon River Estuary

These two sites north of the intersection of Hwy 18 and Hwy 101 are of minor interest for hawks and waterfowl in winter, as well as migrant songbirds in May-June. Most birding is driving along the roads and parking in any pull-outs, then scanning and listening for birds. These roads can be quite busy at certain times of year. There are extensive trails for hikers both near Hwy 101 and above Knight Park. Trails onto the upper headland can be especially good during later spring (late May, early June) migration for migrant fallout. A large area of the estuary, east of Hwy 101, is being restored to marshes and may have public access in the near future. To view this area drive north from the hamlet of Otis on Old Scenic Hwy 101.

Sites 48-49) Devil's Lake State Park and D River State Recreation Area

The information in the Birding Trail brochure is out of date and the directions were in error. This is a minor birding location, best in winter for resident birds when few campers about, and in spring for a chance of unusual (for the coast) migrant songbirds. To reach the best birding follow these directions. From Hwy 101 in Lincoln City turn east (away from the ocean) on NE 1st Street, on the north side of the D River bridge. You will turn on the road leading to, and past, the Comfort Inn. Drive past the D River Open Space to the State Park parking area. There is a trail and boardwalk here across the marsh to the campground. In the campground there is another trail leading out to the lake and dock. The D River State recreation Area on the ocean side of Hwy 101 contains easy study of numerous winter gull species and hybrids, but is otherwise unremarkable.

Site 54) Drift Creek Falls

There is no need to drive the 10 miles of winding forested road to the falls (unless you want a great view of the falls on a 3 mile round-trip hike and amazing suspension foot bridge!). Most of the good birding is in the first 3 miles of Forest Service Road 17 (paved, single-lane with turn-outs). Directions are as follows. Heading south out of Lincoln City turn east on Drift Creek Rd for 1.6 miles. Then turn south (right) on South Drift Creek Rd for 0.4 miles. Then turn east (left) on Forest Service Road 17. Take FSR 17 for 0.8 miles to the intersection with FSR 19, which is overgrown, unmaintained, and (almost) abandoned. Walk from the intersection in a regrowing clear cut, along FSR 19 and into the woods as far as you wish. You may drive an additional 2.2 miles on FSR 17 into the forest to an old clearing with a poorly-marked pull-out on the left where you may encounter Gray Jays. This is a decent birding area for forest birds, especially May-August, when you may find Olive-sided Flycatcher, Pacific-slope Flycatcher, Swainson's Thrush, Western Tanager, and Hermit Warbler (May-June). Residents include Red Crossbill (small-billed Sitka form), Evening Grosbeak, Hairy Woodpecker, Varied Thrush, Gray Jay, Wrentit, Pacific Wren.

Sites 59-60) Boiler Bay State Wayside and the Seawall in Depoe Bay

A must stop. Boiler Bay is arguably the best sea-watch site on the West Coast. Birding is best for the first 2-3 hours after dawn; the rest of the day will be poor. Spring and fall migration are best; winter is good for alcids. A scope is necessary to view birds, many of which will be far offshore. Typical birds include Sooty Shearwater, Rhinoceros Auklet, Marbled Murrelet, Cassin's Auklet, Brown Pelican, Ancient Murrelet (winter), Common Tern, Pacific and Red-throated Loon, and many more. More rare Manx Shearwaters have been spotted from here than the rest of the Oregon coast combined! Gray whales are frequently sighted, peaking in fall and spring. A quick walk along the seawall in Depoe Bay is a good bet fall through spring for rocky shorebirds: Black Oystercatcher, Black Turnstone, Surfbird, and occasionally Rock Sandpiper.

Site 65) Yaquina Head

$8 BLM day use fee. 40-80 thousand Common Murres nest below the scenic lighthouse in June and July. Other nesting birds include Brandt's and Pelagic Cormorants, Pigeon Guillemot, and Western Gull. Black Turnstones, Surfbirds, Black Oystercatchers, and Wandering Tattlers (spring and fall), Brown Pelican (summer and fall) complete the typical birds. A scope to scan seabirds from the headland is useful, fall-spring for other seabirds flying by.

Site 71) South Jetty Yaquina Bay

This site, reached immediately after crossing over to the the south side of the Yaquina Bay bridge, is a must stop on every visit. (Yaquina is pronounced “ya-KWIN-a.”) It is best fall-spring. Look for Harlequin Ducks and all 3 scoters swimming or resting on the fingers of rocks from the bridge all the way out to the beach. Bay ducks, grebes, and loons may be in the channel, along with harbor seals and California sea lions. Rocky shorebirds, including Rock Sandpiper (winter) may be found, especially our farther on the jetty. (WARNING! Jetties are generally dangerous to walk—especially when wet. Sneaker waves can crash over the jetty at any time.  If you choose to walk very far out on the jetty, where you have to hop from boulder to boulder, do so only at low tide on days with low sea swells.) About half way out from the bridge to the beach is an area called, informally, the “gull puddles” where winter gulls hang out. This is a good place to scan the channel for birds. Check the ocean side base of the sand dunes in fall for Lapland Longspur and in winter for rare Snow Buntings.

Site 74-75) Marine Science Center and Oregon Coast Aquarium

A must stop. Walk the 1 mile (round trip, out and back) nature trail from the NE corner of the MSC parking lot around the estuary. Alternatively, park in the “Sea Lion” parking lot of the Oregon Coast Aquarium and follow the trail in reverse direction. [Part of the trail closed in summer 2011 because of erosion, so best visited from the Aquarium side.] Visit the mudflats as tide is nearing high tide, the rising water forces shorebirds to the edges where they are nearer to view. Mudflats best during spring and fall shorebird migration (July-October; April-May) for Whimbrel, Marbled Godwit, Least and Western Sandpipers, Dunlin, Short-billed Dowitcher. Winter is good for gulls. The pond near the Oregon Coast Aquarium may have Green Herons or Black-crowned Night-Herons. The scrubby bushes around the Marine Science Center may have migrant or wintering rarities, including Tropical Kingbird (November) and Palm Warbler (fall through spring). Don't forget to visit the Marine Science Center (free, open 10 AM to 4 PM) for oceanography displays and aquariums. The Oregon Coast Aquarium is also a huge tourist attraction.

Site 77-78) Ona Beach State Park and Beaver Creek Road

This marsh, 8 miles south of Newport, is best birded by walking the narrow road shoulder, as pull-offs are limited. Ona Beach itself is not especially noteworthy, but turn east and park immediately across Hwy 101 in the Beaver Creek Day Use Area. From here, walk east along Beaver Creek Road for 1 mile viewing marsh birds, Virginia Rail, ducks, Marsh Wren, Osprey, shorebirds, and others (best in spring before vegetation gets too high). Another parking pull-out is about half a mile down the road at the sign for the Happ Memorial Wetlands. Watch for White-tailed Kite and Red-shouldered Hawk in winter.

New Site) Beaver Creek State Natural Area

A must stop. Opened to the public in fall 2010. Almost a square mile of marshes and upland meadows, and mixed woods that includes over 7 miles of looping trails on a former ranch. The upland deciduous habitat here is inaccessible to the public anywhere else on the central Oregon coast. Directions: turn east across from Ona Beach State Park and drive 1 mile, taking the left fork ¼ mile on North Beaver Creek Road to the Visitor Center to pick up trail maps and bird checklists. Check out the bird feeders here for Purple Finch and Red Crossbills. The best birding is back on the right fork of the road, to a rough dirt parking area on the right, just over 1 mile down South Beaver Creek Road. Walk across the road and take the ¼ mile service road. A good walk is to stay left, walking the outer 2.1 mile Beaver Creek Loop. Numerous other trails inside this loop go up and over the hills (reaching to 360 feet elevation from a low of about 40 feet elevation). Spring and summer birds include Osprey, Western Tanager, Swainson's Thrush, Wilson's and Orange-crowned Warbler, Pacific-slope Flycatcher, Cedar Waxwing, Warbling Vireo, Rufous Hummingbird, Black-headed Grosbeak, White-crowned Sparrow (Puget Sound form), American Goldfinch. Resident birds include Bald Eagle, Red Crossbill, Hairy and Downy Woodpecker, Wrentit, Chestnut-backed and Black-capped Chickadee, Pacific Wren, Dark-eyed (Oregon) Junco, Hutton's Vireo and more.

Site 80) Seal Rocks

Rather than birding the park proper, continue south 0.2 miles past the main entrance and pull over on the wide shoulder of Hwy 101 at an overlook. The rocks below you often have Rock Sandpipers, November-February (less frequently August to April, but don't expect any until October). Surfbirds, Harlequin Duck, Black Oystercatcher, Black Turnstones are regular fall-spring. If you are agile, you may scamper down the bank here for a closer view, but be warned that the wet rocks are very slippery and the barnacles are very sharp.

87) Yachats State Park

A must stop. This is one of the best places on the central Oregon Coast to see alcids and tubenoses from shore. From Hwy 101 in the middle of Yachats (pronounce “Yah-hots”), take either 2nd Street, or Ocean View Dr. west to the parking area for this small park. The rocky basalt “bench” below the parking area good for rocky shorebirds. Surfbirds, Black Turnstones, and Black Oystercatchers should be expected most of the year. Check any “rockpiper” flocks you see for Rock Sandpipers (Nov-Mar) and Ruddy Turnstones (April-Oct). Migrant Wandering Tattlers may stop here as well. Large rafts of scoters are likely to be just offshore any day of the year. Small numbers of Black Scoters may be hiding among the hundreds and perhaps thousands of Surf and White-winged Scoters. During winter months check these flocks closely for Long-tailed Ducks. During the spring and summer months it is possible to see large numbers of Rhinoceros Auklets both on the water and flying back and forth mixed in with the flocks of Common Murres, which are abundant. Also look for pairs of Marbled Murrelets sitting on the water and flying by. They are much smaller and fast-flying than the larger, bulkier auklets and murres. During the late fall and early winter months small numbers of Ancient Murrelets may be seen from this park. Expect to see all three cormorants on the water and rocks, all three regular loons (on the water or flying by) and modest rafts of Western Grebes (non-breeders congregate here during summer). Look for Red-necked Grebe and Horned Grebe here as well. During May and then in August-Nov scope offshore for tubenoses. Sooty Shearwaters often are closer to shore here than they are at other coastal viewpoints. Later in the fall and into the winter months look for Northern Fulmars. The rocky cove at the mouth of the Yachats River (best viewed from Ocean View Dr.) usually has a large assemblage gulls (particularly during winter storms). 

Site 89) Cape Perpetua Scenic Area

Get maps at the Visitor Center. About 1 mile north on Hwy 101 take Cummins Peak Road (FSR 55) about 1 mile east, then cut back NW up the hill on FSR 5553 ending at a scenic viewpoint. Watch for Gray Jay, Varied Thrush, Hermit Warbler (May-June).

Sites unlisted in the Birding Trail) Hwy 101 Waysides in n. Lane County

There are number of excellent waysides and viewpoints between Yachats and Florence. From north to south these include Strawberry Hill, the mouth of Bob Creek, Bray’s Point, and Toketee-Klootchman Wayside. Strawberry Hill has some nice rocks just below the parking area and an elevated overlook for scoping. Bob Creek usually has Black Oystercatchers and Harlequin Ducks and is good spot for scoters, alcids, and shearwaters during the proper season. Bray’s Point (just south of Bob Creek) offers a wide pullout and an elevated perch for seawatching. Toketee-Klootchman is perhaps the most reliable site along this stretch for Harlequin Duck. Scan the water just offshore and the rocky basalt bench below the overlook. Wrentits are fairly common in the dense brush near the parking areas at Strawberry Hill and Bob Creek. [Note: If you visit Strawberry Hill or Toketee-Klootchman, it is recommended that you do not leave your vehicle unattended as smash and grab car break-ins are common at these two sites. All of these sites can be birded effectively without leaving sight of your car.]

Site 92) South Jetty Siuslaw River
Note: This area is a fee site. A daily or annual Northwest Forest Pass is required if you intend to park anywhere along the South Jetty Rd. From Florence, take Hwy 101 south from Florence (cross the bridge over the Siuslaw River) about one mile. Turn right (west) on South Jetty Rd. After about 4-5 miles this road dead ends at a large gravel pan parking area near the base of the South Jetty at the Siuslaw River mouth. Check the river channel for all three species of loons (Common, Red-throated, and Pacific), Double-crested, Pelagic, and occasional Brandt’s Cormorants, Surf and White-winged Scoters, and various alcids. Pigeon Guillemots and Common Murres should be expected here Mar-Oct. Rhinoceros Auklets occasionally feed in the lower channel between the jetties. Western and Horned Grebes are here much of the year and migrant Eared Grebes may also be seen. A seawatch from the base of the jetty (going beyond the tideline is not safe most of the time) can be productive. From here it is a modest walk out to the open beach. White-crowned Sparrows are common breeders in the dune areas and Savannah Sparrows are also fairly common in the dunes for much of the year. During Spring (20 Apr-10 May) shorebird flights right along the beach can be spectacular. Conditions are best when there are strong north or northwest winds. The most abundant northbound shorebirds are likely to be Western Sandpiper, Dunlin and Short-billed Dowitcher. Watch the dowitcher flocks for occasional Red Knots. Smaller numbers of Black-bellied Plovers and Whimbrels may be seen migrating along the beach or stopping to feed in the surf zone. When it’s extremely windy, hunker down right up against the south side of the jetty rocks a few dozen yards up the beach from the surf zone (unless you like getting wet). If you are lucky and conditions are just right, you will have low-flying flocks of shorebirds pass right over your head as they come down the beach and arc up over the jetty. 

“Crab Dock Cove” -- About one half mile south from the end of the South Jetty Rd (just before the blacktop ends) there is a public crabbing/fishing dock that extends east out into the river channel. The shallow cove just to the south of this dock is generally the best easily accessed shorebirding spot in this area. Northbound migrants tend to gather here on the incoming tide, which may or may not inundate the flats. In both Spring (Apr-May) and Fall (July-Oct) migration one might see Semipalmated and Black-bellied Plovers, both Yellowlegs, Whimbrel, Least and Western Sandpipers, and Dunlin in the cove. Occasional Marblied Godwits, and golden-plovers visit this site as well.

Frequently-sought West Coast and Pacific NW specialties

Listed with the Central Oregon Coast Birding Trail site numbers and comments

Brant – 71 South Jetty Yaquina Bay, 75 Marine Science Center, October-April

Eurasian Wigeon – 66 Sally's Bend, 74 Oregon Coast Aquarium (Idaho Flats), September-April

Greater Scaup – 66 Sally's Bend

Black Scoter – 64 Beverly Beach to 65 Yaquina Head, October-April in surf

White-winged Scoter – 59 Boiler Bay, in ocean

Harlequin Duck – 71 South Jetty Yaquina Bay, 80 Seal Rocks, Bob Creek, Toketee-Klootchman, August-April

Long-tailed Duck – 59 Boiler Bay, October-April

Red-throated Loon – 59 Boiler Bay, 71 South Jetty Yaquina Bay, October-April

Pacific Loon – 59 Boiler Bay, 71 South Jetty Yaquina Bay, October-April

Red-necked Grebe – 71 South Jetty Yaquina Bay, October-April

Northern Fulmar – 59 Boiler Bay, October-December

Sooty Shearwater – 59 Boiler Bay, 87 Yachats State Park, April-November

Short-tailed Shearwater – 59 Boiler Bay, November-January

Black-crowned Night-Heron – 74 Oregon Coast Aquarium, pond

Green Heron – 74 Oregon Coast Aquarium, pond

White-tailed Kite – 45 Salmon River Estuary, 78 Happ Memorial Wetlands

Red-shouldered Hawk – 45 Salmon River Estuary, 78 Happ Memorial Wetlands

Pacific Golden-Plover – 53 Josephine Young Park, rare September-October

Black Oystercatcher – 59 Boiler Bay, 60 Depoe Bay, 65 Yaquina Head, 80 Seal Rocks, 87 Yachats State Park, Bob Creek

Wandering Tattler – 65 Yaquina Head, 71 South Jetty Yaquina Bay

Marbled Godwit – 53 Josephine Young Park, 75 Marine Science Center

Surfbird – 60 Depoe Bay, 71 South Jetty Yaquina Bay, 80 Seal Rocks

Rock Sandpiper – 60 Depoe Bay, 71 South Jetty Yaquina Bay, 80 Seal Rocks, 87 Yachats State Park

Short-billed Dowitcher – 74 Oregon Coast Aquarium, 75 Marine Science Center, 92 South Jetty Siuslaw River

Red Phalarope – 59 Boiler Bay, April, November

Heermann's Gull – 71 South Jetty Yaquina Bay, August-October

Glaucous Gull – 49 D River (ocean side parking lot), 72 Newport Fishing Pier, November-March

Thayer's Gull – 49 D River (ocean side parking lot), 72 Newport Fishing Pier, October-April 

Black-legged Kittiwake – 59 Boiler Bay, out over ocean November-March

Common Tern – 59 Boiler Bay, 75 Marine Science Center, May, August-September

Parasitic Jaeger – 59 Boiler Bay, September-October

Marbled Murrelet – 59 Boiler Bay, 87 Yachats State Park

Ancient Murrelet – 59 Boiler Bay, 87 Yachats State Park, October-Janaury

Cassin's Auklet – 59 Boiler Bay, October-April, rare summer

Rhinoceros Auklet – 59 Boiler Bay, 87 Yachats State Park

Tufted Puffin – 59 Boiler Bay, 62 Cape Foulweather, April-August

Band-tailed Pigeon – 54 Drift Creek Falls, first 2 miles of FSR 17, March-October

Rufous Hummingbird – 54 Drift Creek Falls, first 2 miles of FSR 17, 70 Yaquina Bay State Park, Beaver Creek State Natural Area, March-August

Anna's Hummingbird – 48 Devils Lake State Park, 70 Yaquina Bay State Park, resident

Red-breasted Sapsucker – 54 Drift Creek Falls, Beaver Creek State Natural Area 

Olive-sided Flycatcher – 54 Drift Creek Falls, May-August

Pacific-slope Flycatcher – 54 Drift Creek Falls, Beaver Creek State Natural Area, April-August

Tropical Kingbird – 75 Marine Science Center, rare November

Hutton's Vireo – 58 Fogarty Creek, 76 Mike Miller Trail, Beaver Creek State Natural Area, resident

Gray Jay – 54 Drift Creek Falls, 3.2 miles up FSR 17, 89 Cape Perpetua Scenic Area

American Dipper – Van Duzer Corridor rest area (east bound Hwy 18) 10 miles east of Hwy 101

Wrentit – 58 Fogarty Creek State Park, 64 Beverly Beach State Park, 70 Yaquina Bay State Park, 89 Cape Perpetua Scenic Area, Strawberry Hill, Bob Creek

Varied Thrush – 54 Drift Creek Falls, 89 Cape Perpetua Scenic Area

Townsend's Warbler – 58 Fogarty Creek, 70 Yaquina Bay State Park, South Beach State Park, resident

Hermit Warbler – Van Duzer Corridor rest area (Hwy 18) 10 miles east of Hwy 101, 54 Drift Creek Falls, 89 Cape Perpetua Scenic Area, May-June

Palm Warbler – 75 Marine Science Center, rare October-April

Fox Sparrow (Sooty form) – Beaver Creek State Natural Area, September-April

Swamp Sparrow – 50 Rock Creek Marsh, 78 Happ Memorial Wetlands, rare October-April

Lapland Longspur – 71 South Jetty Yaquina Bay, rare September

Red Crossbill – 44 Knight Park, 54 Drift Creek Falls, 77 Ona Beach, Beaver Creek State Natural Area

Evening Grosbeak – 44 Knight Park, 54 Drift Creek Falls, 77 Ona Beach, Beaver Creek State Natural Area

A note on selected species-identification problems.

Gulls. The common resident gull is Western Gull. This is the southern end of the breeding range of Glaucous-winged Gull. Hybrids between the two are abundant, and may outnumber the parent species in winter. Due to back-crosses, their appearance can be anywhere between the two parent species. Both species and hybrids are big, blocky gulls, with heavy school bus yellow bill, and short wings. Hybrids are often confused with Thayer's Gull, but Thayer's is a small, long-winged, round-headed gull, with almost dainty bill. Also remember that the Western Gulls in the Pacific NW are much paler mantled than the Western Gulls around San Francisco—the ones depicted in many field guides. Many are misidentified as Herring Gulls, which are longer-winged and have truly white eyes, not merely pale yellow with green or brown flecks as many Western Gulls. California Gulls nest nearby in the Great Basin and arrive back on the coast by late July. Most of the other more northerly nesting gulls do not arrive until later October. Ring-billed Gulls are rather uncommon on the coast; note that larger gulls appear “ring-billed” in their third year.

Peep. The common small shorebirds in the estuaries, spring and fall, are Least and Western Sandpipers. Western Sandpipers are rather uncommon in winter; Dunlin is the more likely late fall and winter species. Sanderlings are the common winter shorebird chasing the waves in and out, though any shorebird may be found on the beach during the peak of migration.

Song and Fox Sparrows. The western Oregon race of Song Sparrow is dark rusty brown. Visitors from elsewhere may believe they are seeing an eastern Red Fox Sparrow. The wintering Fox Sparrow here is the big dark chocolate-colored Sooty Fox Sparrow.

