PHOTOGRAPHING MIGRATORY BIRDS IN
NORTHEAST FLORIDA

Fall Migration Handout & Gear Optimization Guide

1. Field Scouting Blueprint

¢ Arrival Strategy: Arrive soon after dawn (Hanna Park does not open until 8:00). Migrating
songbirds that traveled overnight drop down exhausted at dawn (known as 'fallout') and
immediately seek water and calories in the maritime hammocks.

¢ The Edge Effect: Do not deep-dive into the densest shadows. Focus on transitional zones—where
the live oak and palm canopy meets open dirt roads, trail borders, or the edges of the park's
freshwater finger lakes. These areas receive the first rays of morning sunlight, attracting active
insects.

» Coastal Elements: Pay attention to wind direction. Strong easterly ocean breezes push exhausted
migrants directly off the coastline into the shelter of Hanna Park's primary dune scrub and
maritime hammocks, creating dense, highly active pockets of birds.

2. Target Species Behavioral Profiles & Photography
Strategies

Group 1: The High-Canopy Speedsters

 Species: Northern Parula, Blackburnian Warbler, American Redstart

« Behavior: Hyperactive insect-eaters that flit, hover-glean, and 'hawk' bugs mid-air in the upper
canopy. The American Redstart aggressively fans its tail to flash bright orange/yellow plumage and
flush insects.

o Strategy: Avoid manual tracking. Frame up a cluster of sunny leaves or attractive point and wait
for them to fly into your focus zone. Use a minimum shutter speed of 1/2500s and +0.7 to +1.3 EV
exposure compensation to avoid silhouettes against the bright sky.

Group 2: The Mid-Canopy & Outer-Branch Probers

 Species: Cape May Warbler, Magnolia Warbler, Yellow-throated Vireo, Blue-headed Vireo

¢ Behavior: Cape May and Magnolia Warblers actively hunt outer pine tips. The Magnolia
frequently pumps its tail downward. Yellow-throated and Blue-headed Vireos hunt in the mid-
canopy but move much more deliberately, pacing slowly along branches.

« Strategy: Cape May Warblers display high site fidelity around sapsucker wells or berry bushes;
stake out these resources. For slower-moving Vireos, drop your shutter speed slightly to lower your
ISO and achieve cleaner image files.



Group 3: The Tree-Trunk & Heavy-Branch Creepers

« Species: Black-and-white Warbler, Yellow-throated Warbler, White-eyed Vireo

* Behavior: The Black-and-white Warbler behaves like a nuthatch, spiraling down tree trunks
upside down. The Yellow-throated Warbler deliberately creeps along Spanish moss and heavy oak
limbs probing into bark crevices.

« Strategy: These species follow predictable geometric paths along trunks and limbs, making
composition straightforward. You can safely drop shutter speeds to 1/1000s to minimize noise
while maintaining complete sharpness.

Group 4: The Low-Brush & Shrub-Layer Skulkers

 Species: Northern Yellow Warbler, Prairie Warbler, Black-throated Blue Warbler, Palm Warbler,
Gray Catbird

¢ Behavior: Hug low-lying thickets and ground trails. The Palm Warbler pumps its tail constantly
on dirt paths. The Black-throated Blue Warbler is a methodical hunter hidden inside deep
understory shadows.

« Strategy: Get low to the ground. Shooting at eye level separates the bird from messy branches and
creates smooth background blur. Prioritize wide apertures (f/4 to f/5.6).

3. Optimization Guide for Modern Mirrorless Cameras

* Subject Detection: Enable 'Bird/Animal’ tracking. Ensure your mirrorless system is set to
prioritize eye detection over body tracking to maintain sharp focus on the eye through dense
foliage.

« Hybrid AF Override: Map a custom button (such as the AF-ON or an easily accessible function
key) to immediately switch your camera from Wide-Area Tracking to a Small Single-Point AF. This
lets you seamlessly override tracking if branches block the bird's eye.

« Silent Electronic Shutter: Activate your pure electronic shutter. Shutter click frequencies can
scare migratory songbirds operating on thin margins. A silent shutter also unlocks frame rates up to
20-30 fps to capture micro-movements.

¢ Pre-Capture Burst: If your camera supports it, turn on pre-capture caching. When you half-press
the focus button or shutter, the camera buffers frames, saving images from the split-second before
you fully press the button—essential for catching a warbler's launch.

« EVF Exposure Simulation: Utilize the live histogram in your electronic viewfinder. Monitor
highlight clipping in real time to avoid overexposing bright wing-bars or yellow plumage against
deep hammock shadows.



4. Technical Matrix: Optimizing Older DSLR Equipment

Setting / Configuration

DSLR Operational
Parameter

Optical & Mechanical
Justification

AF Point Selection

Force Center Cross-Type AF
point exclusively. Avoid outer
points.

The center point on older
DSLRs houses high-precision
cross-type sensors that lock
focus reliably in dark, low-
contrast hammocks.

Focus Mechanics

Decouple shutter with Back-
Button Focus (AF-ON). Set to
Al-Servo / Continuous.

Enables instant transition
between tracking a moving
warbler and locking focus
statically when it hides behind
dense twigs.

Exposure Physics

Manually push native ISO to
1600-3200. Do not compromise
Shutter Speed.

Digital noise can be cleared
with modern post-processing
software, but motion blur from a
slow shutter speed ruins a
photo permanently.

Exposure Value Override

Dial in -0.3t0 -0.7 EV
compensation when shooting in
dappled shadows.

Protects highly reflective yellow
and white plumage highlights
from blowing out against dark,
high-contrast forest backdrops.

5. Ethical Fieldcraft & Conservation

» Zero Audio Playback: Do not use broadcast calls or digital playback loops to lure songbirds
during fall migration. These birds are survival-focused, travel-weary, and operating on razor-thin
energy reserves; forcing them to defend territory drains vital fuel needed for flight.

* Respect the Canopy Path: Stay on designated paths at Hanna Park. Do not trample coastal dune
vegetation or understory brush to chase a bird. If a bird displays stress behaviors (head-bobbing,

freeze positions, structural wing flicks), back away immediately.

« Citizen Science Action: Document your sightings by uploading species checklists to platforms
like eBird. Your structural photographic metadata provides invaluable conservation metrics for

tracking local migration windows and avian population trends.




