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CHUCK LARUE: “We’re seeing so many birds – so many different birds I thought I’d just jot down 

a list here …. We've had American Coot, violet green swallow …” 

 

Rose Houk:  Watching wildlife around Flagstaff doesn’t have to involve driving somewhere. 

There’s plenty to be seen from centrally located sites you can reach by foot or bicycle – like 

the Arizona Watchable Wildlife site at the Rio de Flag wetlands. The ponds, stream, riparian 

habitat, and adjacent forest means you’re likely to see a combination of waterfowl, 

songbirds, raptors, squirrels – and maybe even glimpse a fox, prairie dogs or an elk. In this 

guide we highlight the best times to see migrating birds, and give tips on identifying some of 

the other most common winged denizens of this site – dragonflies. 

 

To get to the Rio wetlands take the FUTS trail from Lone Tree Road/Sawmill Park and walk or 

bike roughly one mile east where the wetlands start; continuing another quarter mile will 

bring you to the ponds. Or, park in the vicinity of South Babbitt Drive just past Sam’s Club, 

and walk beneath the Interstate 40 overpass. Once there, you’ll see a stream flowing below 

the underpass, with associated wetlands to the north and south. The amount of flow here 

varies a lot from season to season. David McKee - with the city’s storm water management 

program, explains that effluent water from the Rio de Flag waste water treatment plant helps 

to sustain the wetlands here … 

 

DAVID MCKEE: “A lot of that vegetation that you see there that is common for a riparian area, 

was replanted in there, reintroduced. And it wouldn’t survive through the June and July months 

because of how dry it is without some additional support coming from the effluent, from that 

plant. And being right adjacent to the forest - just like at Picture Canyon - we’ve got large 

mammals that are coming in there every day. And 80% of our wildlife has to have a riparian 

area – access to the water – to survive. You’ll see in the late fall to late spring that there’ll be 

much more water in there” … “because as soon as things start getting dry you’ll see that 

reclaimed water used on golf courses, construction sites – so there’s a huge demand on the 



reclaim. When that demand is in high peak specially June & July, it literally starts drying up in 

there within a week or so and that flow diminishes” … “so that’s something we address by trying 

to keep a minimal flow that’s been calculated to support the vegetation and the wildlife that’s in 

there”  

 

RH: Before you reach the ponds, scan the trees and shrubs that line the edges of the riparian 

habitat. In spring and early summer you’re likely to see lesser goldfinches, house finches, 

yellow-rumped warblers, and western bluebirds. There’s also the normal suite of mountain 

chickadees, nuthatches, and flickers in the ponderosa pines, and sometimes you’ll find a hairy 

woodpecker here too. A medium-sized black and white woodpecker, the hairy can be 

distinguished from the similar downy woodpecker by its much longer, almost thorn-like bill.  

Once you reach the pond, you can almost bet on sighting a great blue heron standing at 

water’s edge. But during spring migration, you can often see a range of ducks, as well as 

egrets, and the occasional Neotropical cormorant – cormorants have been spotted here more 

often in recent years, but they don’t breed here.  The same bird species can turn up in fall too 

– any time from September until things start to freeze up in November or December.  

Use your binoculars to check out the pond. In colder months the warmer outflow water from 

the treatment plant attracts a slightly different suite of ducks than those at other ponds 

around town. Some winters there may be redheads here – diving ducks, they look 

superficially like a canvasback, but the males are easily identified by their bright red heads, 

gray backs, dark tails, and less streamlined head shape. Hooded mergansers are unusual, but 

may stop off here from time to time too. These are small diving ducks that you can tell by the 

profile of their heads – they have a thin bill and a fan-shaped, collapsible crest that makes the 

head look oversized and oblong.  

You’ll almost always find American coots here - an unmistakable black water bird the size of a 

small duck, with a white bill shaped like a chicken’s, and bright red eyes. Kind of looks like a 

bird dressed in a tuxedo. They’re often in the company of mallards and other common ducks, 

but coots aren’t ducks - they don’t have webbed feet and are more closely related to rails. 

Although it’s easy to take them for granted, they have a delightful repertoire of unusual 

noises.  

 

One of the funniest moments you’ll witness is a coot trying to take off – they often have to 

run across the surface of the water for quite a while, flapping their wings madly before they 

get airborne. They can be here any time from September until things start to freeze.  

On a visit with long time Flagstaff birder Chuck LaRue we find out what you might see at this 

site in spring.  



 

LARUE: “You know what's kind of neat about this place is even though it's is basically right 

underneath the main street of America - it has a lot of diversity here. Got a diversity is the 

landscape in that you have some south facing slopes with some brush and currants, Gambel 

oaks and then we have a little pond with a lot of emergent vegetation. So even here with half of 

America's economic power role in 50 feet away, there's a couple of golden mantled ground 

squirrels, Gunnison’s prairie dogs and I heard a chipmunk and there, so we got three species of 

mammals. A friend of mine saw a badger down here the other day trying to catch a prairie dog. 

So that's pretty good mammal diversity before we even get started on birds. I can hear a lot of 

red winged blackbirds, there is a great blue heron flying up the valley and I can hear the wind 

trill of a broad tailed hummingbird, a Western bluebird, there's a house finch up there and I 

think he's joined by a pine siskin - they are sort of one of our typical winter finches around 

Flagstaff and throughout much of the West. He's not a lot of bird to look at is – they’re small, 

that's the first thing you notice and nondescript, a little gray and brown striped bird. But they do 

have a little bit of color – yellow – on their wings and tail. This one's coming down a little closer 

– it looks like he might be wanting to come down and get a drink.” 

“Here's an interesting bird - here, right here – wow! That was a good bird. That was a bird called 

a northern water thrush, which is in Eastern marsh dwelling warbler, so there's an example of 

this water attracting a very specific water-loving species. It's an Eastern, primarily in eastern 

species but when they stray West they will come to these little oases like this. So in addition to 

all of our common birds that you're likely to see here, you have a chance of seeing something 

like that if you come down in migration.” 

“Well I see a Cooper’s hawk going over – crossing over the interstate. Those are red tailed 

hawks – yes, that was an adult and juvenile red tailed hawk. A real good time to come here to 

pick up migrants is the middle of May. There's lots of violet green swallows – they are the 

common swallows you see nesting here – but I also noticed a rough winged swallow, which is 

probably a migrant. People often ask how do you identify the swallows, because they are all 

quite similar in size and shape – and all the swallows are aerial feeders. But they have some real 

distinctive flight behaviors. The northern rough winged swallow draws its wings in a more – 

almost swooping motion in-flight and the violet green swallow almost dances around - more of 

a fluttering flight is rather than a sweeping flight as it sweeps through the air. And then, you 

know, it's a little bit shorter winged, the violet green is a little bit shorter winged.” 

“The swallows in addition to subtle differences in shape and flight behavior, there's some 

distinctive color differences. Northern rough winged swallow is a very brown bird – caramel 

colored. Then you have the violet green swallow which is probably one of the more colorful birds 

– a beautiful metallic green, purple and violet on the back. So when those flight close – the 



males – and you get the sunlight catching them just right, they really are spectacular – 

beautifully colored birds. Then I just saw a barn swallow. They've got a real beautiful metallic 

blue color on the back, with these beautiful long tail streamers, a long forked tail, sort of the 

quintessential or iconic swallowtail, if you will.” 

“You know what's really fun about birding is, for a beginner you can get sort of overwhelmed in 

the details – like it has spots on the tail, or it has a spot on the throat, or it has two white wing 

bars. But if you step back, and if you do it long enough you begin to guess a gestalt feeling – 

British birders call it the ‘giss’ – General Impression Size and Shape – ‘giss’. As we were standing 

here talking, okay it's mid-May and I know we've got migrants, I know we're standing in an area 

that has water, and I saw this bird fly and land in a tree. And two things about it, is one I noticed 

the size, one it was small bird – but the other things it was during, it was bobbing its backend, 

bobbing its tail up and down. And I knew immediately that there’s basically very few birds here 

to do that. So the water thrush is the most frequently seen of the bunch, so I knew that there 

was probably it. And what I could see, once it flew across the pond – was I could see some 

streaking underneath and that told me that that is what it was.” 

“As we were walking along there I heard a call that I think probably every outdoorsman, every 

birder, loves. The rattling call of a belted Kingfisher. They’re a migrant, there's very few breeding 

records for Arizona. They're a really wonderful bird – they've got that crazy crest on their head - 

a kind of the strikingly marked and beautiful bird. Sort of bluegray and white. They’re larger 

than an American Robin, they're a real stocky bird - real solidly built. Course with that bill 

they’re really something to see. One of my favorites!” 

“Right over here I heard a house wren singing. They're not real common around here is breeding 

birds, so I thought it's probably a migrant. But while we were standing there I noticed a female 

house wren carrying nest material into the lightning scar on the side of a large Ponderosa pine. 

The male is down in the bushes nearby singing and the female is coming down to the ground 

there and getting its bits of grass and flying back up. House wren, yeah. So you can see this is a 

pretty happening little place.” 

“There's a black phoebe right there on the other side of the pond, catching some insects. And 

they’re a real water loving species – they’re a type of flycatcher. They’re kind of fun because 

they've been expanding their range in Arizona – there was the Kingfisher. The black phoebe it's 

the flycatcher, smaller than a robin, larger than say a house finch. Largely black, snowy white 

underparts, and that combination of black and white - you can identify them from quite a 

distance. It perches and then it flies out and grabs insects in flight so it's a real distinctive 

behavior. The black phoebe are interesting because they've apparently been expanding their 

range since the 1860s, if you read some of the old historical accounts. In the last 30 years I've 

seen them become much more common and frequent all across northern Arizona – and the 



Flagstaff area and on up north into Northeast Arizona and southern Utah. There’s some pinyon 

jays flying over - one of Northern Arizona's wonderful, iconic birds.” 

“Brewer’s blackbirds are in a lot of ways almost a sort of iconic Flagstaff bird. They’re common 

all around Flagstaff, they like wet meadows. They’re just a generic blackbird – the males are 

shiny, black, the females are browner. They tend to like wet meadows. They’re a little bit smaller 

than a red winged blackbird, so they’re smaller than a robin, larger than the large sparrow. They 

have a fairly diagnostic voice – pretty distinctive, I always hear the first ones returning to 

Flagstaff around the first part of April, and they leave in early October. The males, in addition to 

this beautiful glossy black color, they have a yellow eye - a yellow iris and if you get close 

enough you can see that and it's very distinctive.” 

“Mid-May is a really good time for a lot of the spring migrants. Fall is more protracted than the 

spring. We’ll actually have a lot of birds moving in this area from mid-August right on into mid-

October. In general, at least with the small land birds, passerines, perching birds, I think the 

general figure I've heard mentioned is there's generally about four or five times more birds in 

the fall going south then there are going north in the spring because you've got all the young 

birds that have fledged, you haven't had the mortality. So you tend to get a lot of warblers, can 

be a little bit better in the fall then what we’re seeing today – I haven't seen a single warbler so 

far. A lot of chipping sparrows, Brewer’s sparrows. So not only do you have more birds, but also 

the birds tend to linger more in the fall. An individual bird may spend more days at a site on its 

way south, then it would on the way north.” 

RH: Early summer’s the best time to see a very different set of acrobatic fliers, the dragonflies 

and damselflies.  Museum of Northern Arizona biologist Larry Stevens speaks of their 

wonderful names and how to tell them apart…. 

LARRY STEVENS: “We have 90 species of dragonflies in Northern Arizona. Dragonflies wander 

the landscape widely in the summer months you may find them far away from water – so in any 

body of water … “a cattle tank, Lake Mary, the Rio de Flag you can see several different rather 

common types of dragonflies. If you a large dragonfly that is pale green and light blue at the 

same time and rather large that’s likely to be a green darner, and the green darmer is one of the 

most widely distributed in North America. They fly up to 1000 miles and are large enough to put 

radio transmitters on so there’s been some very exciting work in finding out how far they fly. If 

you see a large one that is distinctively blue, kind of dark blue with black stripes on it – in all 

likelihood its something that we call the blue-eyed darner – that’s a widespread species, quite 

common, flies all throughout summer” ... “Both the green darner and the blue eyed darner are 

widely distributed across elevation as well, so you can find them at low and high elevations. 

Their larvae are aquatic and frightening predators - lightning fast. The way larval dragonflies  

feed is they have a huge jaw that’s  folded in against body – and are able to extend the jaw out 



to grab their prey and they do this in a matter of 1/200ths of a second – very very fast predation 

move, where they grab their prey and bring it back to their mouths . They swim by jetting water 

out their  back ends, so can move through water rather swiftly when they need to , but 

otherwise they  are sit and wait predators that prey on all kinds of little creatures – they’ll feed 

on fish, tadpoles, soft bodied insects like mayflies. Other common dragonflies in Flagstaff 

include some of the skimmers – and we have a big array of medium sized dragonflies that are 

very distinctively patterned & colored. The American flame skimmer is a bright red skimmer  

medium sized dragonfly, pretty common along streams (not so common along standing water). 

The twelve spot skimmer and the eight spot skimmers – their wings are black & white so very 

distinctively colored. Slightly smaller is the Lydia skimmer – and that’s a species with just 4 black 

marks on wings of males & the body is quite white so they’re very distinctive. Any of these 

skimmers can be seen along the Rio de Flag.. “  

“Much smaller than dragonflies are the damselflies – damselflies fold their wings back when 

they land. There are about 4 species in Flagstaff (genus Argia) and hey fly very low to the 

ground ‘cos they are often food for dragonflies (so are very attentive to predators). They flit 

amongst the reeds & brush around streams and around ponds and springs. Their larvae are 

aquatic like dragonflies. Their eyes are rather widely separated almost like a hammerhead 

shark, but when land they fold their wings so is a very different landing posture than the 

dragonflies have. Dragonflies can’t fold their wings. So if you see a little dragonfly –like thing 

perched by the water’s edge, got its wings folded back, usually blue and black – a beautiful little 

thing … that’s a damselfly.” 

“If you watch an individual dragonfly fly – you can actually see that their wings operate 

independently. They can turn all four wings in any direction, independent of the other wings; so 

they can actually turn over in flight; they can do the most remarkable tight turns that we 

couldn’t possibly think about doing in a human aircraft & they use that great agility to catch 

prey that are flying very quickly toavoid predators. ‘Cause dragonflies can detect polarized light 

and use it to mask themselves. If you alarm a dragonfly you may see it’s wings disappear – 

because its shifting the polarization of light on its wing surfaces and literally disappearing from 

our view – they use polarized light when they’re fighting amongst each other as well, 

disappearing momentarily while they’re flying around their opponents.”  

 

RH: There’s one other sound you might hear on a spring or summer evening coming from the 

pond – the repeated guttural bass of a bullfrog – a sound made only by the males. Introduced 

in the early 1900s for sport and food, bullfrogs have earned a villainous reputation because of 

their voracious appetites – they’re said to eat just about anything that’s small enough for 

them to catch and swallow. In the absence of effective aquatic predators like pike, their 



populations can get much higher than in their native range - and they’ve been blamed for the 

decline of native leopard frogs and the Mexican garter snake, whose young they’ll eat. 

Bullfrogs need permanent water to breed because tadpoles take 1 to 2 years to 

metamorphose – as well as water deep enough so it won’t freeze when they hibernate – and 

to give them somewhere to escape predators like herons and raccoons.  During times of high 

humidity like the summer monsoon, juveniles bullfrogs have been known to travel several 

miles overland to find new ponds. You might also see a turtle basking on a rock by the Rio 

ponds on a warm day—another unwelcome non-native. Don’t ever attempt to handle them – 

they can carry salmonella. Like bullfrogs, they can also be aggressive predators and can adapt 

to a wide range of climates. So while it can be fun to spot one of these troublesome critters 

outdoors, if you keep as turtle as a pet don’t ever release it into the wild.  

Outro 

If you’ve enjoyed birding at the I-40/Rio wetlands, check out the Kachina Wetlands AWWE 

site for more water birds – or Picture Canyon for a combination of forest and water species. 

And, the audio guides to Lower Lake Mary and Griffith Springs sites for hints on where to 

hunt for more unusual and intriguing insects.  


