
ISLAND BIRD LIFE  

Over 200 species of birds are found on Kiawah.  
This unusual diversity is due to the islandôs wide 
range of habitatðocean, beaches, dunes, mud 
flats, salt marshes, ponds, maritime forest, and 
landscaped yardsðand our moderate climate. 

General Information  

The bird species composition on Kiawah changes 
with the seasons.  Some birds spend their sum-
mers here while others spend the colder winter 
months on the island.  Common year round in-
habitants include cardinals, blue jays, mocking-
birds, great blue herons, great and snowy egrets, 
and red-tailed hawks.  Before beginning a birding 
expedition, it is worthwhile to visit the Nature Cen-
ter at Night Heron Park to pick up a Kiawah bird 
checklist and find out what birds the naturalists 
have seen recently.   The Nature Center also con-
ducts guided bird walks.       

Rare Species  

  

 

 

 

The endangered wood stork is a common sight on 
Kiawah, often seen circling high in the air over the 
marsh or feeding on shallow marsh flats.   Wood 
storks are tactile feeders, probing shallow water 
habitats for a variety of aquatic animals. 

The piping plover is a feder-
ally endangered species and 
a common resident from 
August-May each year.   
Plovers are most common 
on the eastern and western 
ends of Kiawah feeding on 
sand and mud flats. 

The least tern is a summer-
time resident of Kiawah, 
nesting on dry sand 
beaches and sandbars.  It is 
the smallest of the terns 
and easily distinguished by 
its small size and white 
forehead. 

The colorful painted bunting is an island favorite.  
They are summertime visitors and can be seen near 
the secondary dunes and other open, brushy areas.   

The painted bunting, like many 
other birds, is a neotropical mi-
grant, meaning that they mi-
grate from the U.S. to the Carib-
bean and South America for the 
winter.  Many neotropical mi-
grants and other ground nesting 
birds are declining in numbers 
due to habitat loss, nest parasit-
ism, and predation, particularly 
by feral cats.  Feral cats are ca-

pable of dramatically reducing songbird populations 
if left outside.  Please keep you cats inside.  

The brown pelican is a year round resident of Kia-
wah Island and can be seen glid-
ing over the ponds, river, and 
ocean in search of fish.  They 
dive head first into the water in 
an attempt to capture as many 
fish as possible in the large 
pouch on the underside of their 
bill.  Once endangered due to the 
effects of pesticides, these birds 
have made a great comeback 
since the banning of DDT.   

 

Other rare species on Kiawah include the bald eagle 
and peregrine falcon.  Information and/or pictures of 
these birds can be found in the Birds of Prey bro-
chure. 

 

Common Marsh and Wetland Birds  

Two of the most common wading birds on Kiawah 
are the great egret and snowy egret.   

They are both white in color but the snowy egret 
is much smaller in size.  In addition, snowy egrets 
have black bills and yellow feet, while great egrets 
are exactly opposite, with yellow bills and black 
feet.  Both can be seen feeding on fish and crus-
taceans in wetland areas throughout the island. 

Green herons are com-
monly seen along thick 
pond edges, where they 
feed on minnows and other 
small aquatic animals.  
They often nest in wax myr-
tles during the summer on 
Kiawah. 

Ducks are common fall and 
winter visitors to Kiawah, 
arriving in October.  The 2 
most common ducks found 
on Kiawah ponds are the 
hooded merganser and 
bufflehead.  Mergansers 
have narrow, serrated bills 
and eat predominantly fish, 
while buffleheads have 
wide, flat bills and eat 
mostly snails and mollusks. 

Several types of sea ducks can also be found for-
aging in near shore ocean waters, including black 
and surf scoters.  Most days these ducks will be 
visible only as rafts of black birds a half mile or 
more from the beach.   
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Common Forest and Upland Birds  

The forest, open areas, and yards on Kiawah are 
inhabited by a large variety of birds, from hawks 
and owls all the way down to the tiny humming-
bird.  During the spring and summer, Kiawah is 
home to resident birds as well as nesting migra-
tory birds.  Fall and winter bring new birds to the 
island while others leave for warmer climates. 

Eastern bluebirds are common sum-
mer residents, nesting in tree cavi-
ties and nest boxes.  They are typi-
cally visible near golf courses and 
other open areas. 

The Carolina wren, the SC state 
bird, is a common year round 
resident and is seen in thick 
brushy areas. 

The yellow-rumped warbler is a 
very common winter visitor to 
Kiawah and can be seen 
throughout the island feeding on 
insects and fruits.  

The Carolina chickadee (L) and tufted titmouse 
(R) are very common year round residents on 
Kiawah and throughout the Southeast. 

 

 

 

 

The cardinal is a permanent resi-
dent at Kiawah.  Females have a 
dusty red appearance, while 
males are easily distinguished by 
their bright red plumage.  Cardi-
nals have a very thick bill, ena-
bling them to crush large seeds 
very easily. 

 

Popular Birding Spots  

There are a number of spots to view birds on the 
Kiawah Island.  The list below includes the most 
popular spots and a list of commonly seen species.  
F o r  a d d i t i o n a l  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  v i s i t 
www.wildlifeatkiawah.com. 

Kiawah River Bridge:  Double-crested cormorant; 
snowy and great egrets; wood stork; osprey; north-
ern harrier; bald eagle; willet; laughing and ring-
billed gull; tree swallow; bufflehead; and red-winged 
blackbird. 

Bass Pond and Salt Marsh:  Pied-billed grebe; 
brown pelican; herons and egrets; wood stork; 
bufflehead; hooded merganser; ruddy duck; greater 
and lesser yellowlegs; and barn swallow. 

Interior Forest and Homes:  Red-tailed hawk; red-
shouldered hawk; cooperôs hawk; mourning dove; 
screech and barred owls; chuck-willôs-widow; ruby-
throated hummingbird; woodpeckers; northern 
flicker; warblers; carolina chickadee; tufted titmouse; 
sparrows; grackles; carolina wren; american crow; 
and cardinal.  

Interior Ponds:  Yellow- and black-crowned night 
herons; green, little blue, and tri-colored herons; 
white ibis; purple gallinule; anhinga; belted king-
fisher; laughing gull; hooded merganser; bufflehead; 
lesser scaup; and least bittern. 

Beach:  Common loon; black-bellied, wilsonôs, semi-
palmated, and piping plovers; red knot; sanderling; 
western and least sandpipers; dunlin; dowitcher; 
great black-backed, herring, and laughing gulls; 
black skimmer; common, royal, forsterôs, sandwich, 
and least terns; brown pelican; willet; black and surf 
scoters; and american oystercatcher. 
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