Birding Tillamook County on a Paddle Board (or in a kayak). (11/30/22)

Intro

While scoping birds out on Tillamook Bay or on the ocean do you ever wish you could just get closer to them? Have you ever wondered what you might find in the south-east part of Tillamook Bay where there is no road access? Or perhaps you've wondered what you might see along the base of the cliffs near Cape Meares or Oswald West State Park. These thoughts recently led me to purchase an inflatable paddle board. I'd like to share a couple of recent experiences I've had while birding on the paddle board and encourage others to give it a try.

Experiences

In late November we had some of the highest tides of the year, King tides. Since unusually high tides flood much of the marshy area in upper Tillamook Bay, this seemed like a good time to explore the area on the water. I started at Memaloose Boat Ramp and headed upstream on the Wilson River aided by the rising tide. Along the way a Bufflehead swam right up to my board. After it checked out the perimeter of the board, it hopped up onto the board and walked across, just a few inches in front of my feet, then got back in the water and swam off. For the most part I saw common birds, Song Sparrows, Marsh Wrens, Bald Eagles, Green-winged Teal, but a Northern Shrike was a notable exception. My route ended going up right along the dike you walk when visiting Goodspeed Road. Then after a short portage along the dike I got back in the water and was able to paddle over to the Trask River. The timing was ideal, so I was assisted by the falling tide to get back the the start at Memaloose.

A few weeks earlier I was doing a seawatch near Twin Rocks (Rockaway Beach). There were so many birds on the water I decided to paddle out and take a closer look. Once I got out there and I'd see a group of birds on the water, I would paddle in their direction for a closer look. Unfortunately, they would naturally swim away as I approached. Common Murres allowed me to get fairly close, but the Western Grebes and Surf Scoters would maintain their distance. Eventually a Northern Fulmar flew by and landed not too far away. I paddled slowly in that direction and could see that it was eating a jelly fish. I stopped paddling and sat down on the board to watch it eat. While I sat there still my board drifted right up to the Fulmar and the bird didn't seem to notice me. I was able to get a very close look at it until I drifted by. To my surprise, the bird never flushed.

Route info

Tillamook Estuaries Partnership has prepared water trail guides for Nehalem, Tillamook, Netarts, and Nestucca Bays. These also include information about the rivers feeding these bays.

https://www.tbnep.org/water-trails.php
Some routes I've enjoyed:

1) Kilchis River upstream and downstream from Parks Landing. Good for Green Heron. Upstream is very shallow in places, so there are numerous short portages.

2) Goose Point to the mouth of the Kilchis River. High tide roost for Black-bellied Plovers. Best on high tide.

3) Garibaldi to Barview Jetty. Wandering Tattler, Black Oystercatcher, Pigeon Guillemot. Timing the tides is critical if you don't want to get swept out to sea. Start near low tide, then the rising tide will help you get back to the start. This also provides alternative way to access the south jetty without such a long walk.

4) Manzanita to Short Sand Beach. Small surf and calm wind required. 

5) Cape Meares village to Cape Meares lighthouse. Small surf and calm wind required.

Paddleboard vs kayak

This is really a matter of personal preference. A kayak is probably more stable and efficient in the water. You're more likely to fall into the water using a paddle board. An inflatable paddle board is fairly light compared to most kayaks, so it is easy to carry for short distances. Also it packs up into a small package and can fit into a normal car.

Weather/Tides/Safety

Calm winds are the best. Fighting the wind can be very difficult or even impossible. Inside the bay the tide level and direction of flow need to be taken into account. On low tides many parts of the bays will be dry. You don't want to get stuck dragging your board or boat through the mud. Trust me on this.

Wear a flotation vest. It's a good idea to wear a wetsuit or a drysuit in case you fall in especially if you are venturing far from shore.

If you decide to go out on the ocean make sure the waves are really small. This website (https://www.surf-forecast.com/breaks/Barview-Jetty/forecasts/latest) provides an energy number for the waves. Don't go unless the energy is less than 100.
