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tors and passerines along this road, but it is mainly a sce-

nic route. Alternate Route: Highway 12 coming from Su-

isun City is a more efficient way to get to the islands if

you don’t want to take back roads. Here’s an important

note: There are no services on Ryer Island or Grand Is-

land, so make sure you fill up the gas tank and stock up

on snacks before your island adventures begin. East-

bound Highway 12 through Rio Vista offers gas and food.

There are various places to eat, whether you’re in the

mood for Mexican, Italian, Asian, or some good down-

home cookin’ at the Rio Vista Bakery.

From downtown Rio Vista, make your way north to

Highway 12. Take 12 east, and before the bridge, get onto

Highway 84 north. There will be a turn-off to the right

that will lead you to Highway 84. After the turn-off, the

road veers left. Pay close attention and follow the signs to

Ryer Island. Once under the bridge on Highway 84 north,

take a right at the stop sign to get to the island. It is about

two miles to the Ryer Island Ferry after you’ve turned

right at the stop sign.

Touring these islands can take as little or as much time as

you would like. The islands are mainly agricultural fields,

which provide habitat for raptor prey. Most of the roads

around the outside of the islands have been built on top

of dykes. The agricultural fields are much lower than the

dykes, forming a bowl shape—you’ll be looking down to

find raptors. The free ferries between islands can only

carry six cars at a time—if you’re traveling in a caravan,

make sure to agree on a common meeting area after the

boat ride.

39

113

Creed Road

Lambie Road

Robinson
Road

Flannery Road

Goose
Haven
Road

Little Honker Bay Road to Rio Vista 12

Jepson
Prairie
Reserve

Birds 
Landing 
Road

Montezuma Hills Road

to Collinsville

to Grizzly Island

from Suisun City         

 12

12

Hastings Road 113

Th
e

Bi
g

Di
tch

to Rio Vista

San Rafael

Livermore

Petaluma

Oakland

HaywardPacifica

San
Francisco

Solano County

Area shown
in detail maps



PACIF IC RAPTOR REPORT

RYER ISLAND

Your raptor quest has now led you to the Ryer Island

Ferry. Once you exit the ferry you can either turn left

or right on Ryer Island Road (Highway 84), and you

might come across a kiwi fruit stand. This paved road

makes a huge circle around the island (approximately

fifteen miles), so you can’t go wrong.

A warm winter day can really bring the birds out and

make Ryer Island a raptor bonanza. They will be seen

perched on wires, poles, or fences. If the day is foggy,

don’t forget to check along the ground for these incred-

ible creatures. They tend to be stationary in the absence

of thermals.

Also on Ryer, watch out for a partial albino adult Red-

tailed Hawk. In February 2005, we saw this bird chasing

a dark morph Redtail at the intersection of Ryer Island

Road and Highway 220 on the west side of the island.

There are two roads that cut across the full width of the

island, Highway 220 and Elevator Road (each approxi-

mately three miles long). They make for great raptor

watching. Sections of these roads are unpaved, so be

prepared for some muddiness if it has rained prior to

your trip.

Some birders have spotted Swainson’s Hawks on Ryer

Island riding thermals with Redtails, Harriers, and

Kites. Wintering Swainson’s Hawks have been seen on a

few of the delta’s islands, with larger and more regular

populations observed on Andrus Island (Herzog 1995,

1996). Whichever route you choose, you’ll eventually end

up at the Howard Log Ferry.

GRAND ISLAND

Once on the ferry, you’ll be taken in “grand” fashion to

the next island. To follow the route we took, make a right

onto Grand Island Road. Drive along Grand Island Road

for about a mile and take a left onto Walker Landing

Road. Take this road for about half a mile and go right on

Poverty Road (approximately four miles long), all the

while looking for raptors. In February, we spotted a

Prairie Falcon on a high-tension tower around the inter-

section of Poverty Road and Highway 160.

Grand Island is quite large compared to Ryer Island, so

you can opt for a longer or shorter route. From Poverty

Road take a right onto Highway 160 and follow it for

about two miles to a bridge. Take a left onto the bridge

and then merge right. It’s about three-and-a-half miles to

the town of Isleton on Brannen Island. Isleton offers gas,

food, and bathrooms.

BRANNEN ISLAND

Continue south on Highway 160 heading toward Rio

Vista and Highway 12. If you go straight at the intersec-

tion with Highway 12, Highway 160 will take you to see

more of Brannen Island. Brannen Island offers a display

of garden-variety raptors—Red-tailed Hawks, American

Kestrels, White-tailed Kites and Red-shouldered
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Hawks—but wintering Swainson’s Hawks have been

spotted here, too. Brannen Island State Park is a potential

place to see Swainson’s. To get there, drive about three to

four miles along Highway 160; the park will be on your

left side. There’s a huge sign out front, so you can’t miss

it. The campgrounds close for the winter but the visitor

center is open on Saturdays and Sundays. There are no

fees in the winter.

ALTERNATE ROUTE

If you decide to take Highway 12 east instead of continu-

ing on Highway 160, you can see all sorts of raptors, not

to mention Sandhill Cranes, lots of waterfowl, and vari-

ous winter passerines. Many of the fields on the island

flood during the winter, which provides good habitat for

water-loving birds.

If you’re feeling really energetic, there are other places

that deserve honorable mention. Visit Woodbridge Road

to the east, just off of Highway 5; Sandhill Cranes are

abundant in the fields during the winter here. You might

even get a glimpse of a Peregrine Falcon! If you haven’t

had enough yet, Sherman Island Wildlife Area can be a

good place to see the following raptors: Prairie Falcons,

Redtails, Kestrels, and White-tailed Kites. Sherman Island

Wildlife Area is located just off Highway 160, past Bran-

nen Island State Park about thirteen miles to the south

(toward Antioch).

To get home you can go back the way you came (which

might be easiest) or you can choose a different route

(taking Highway 4 from Antioch west to I-680). Take

Highway 12 west toward I-80 to Vallejo, which will lead

you back into the Bay Area.

REFERENCES:

Herzog, S. K. 1995. The ecology of wintering Swainson’s

Hawks in California’s Sacramento-San Joaquin River

Delta and their interactions with other buteos during the

1993/94 winter. HMANA Migration Studies Sept. 1995:

17-19.

— 1996. Wintering Swainson’s Hawks in California’s

Sacramento-San Joaquin River Delta. Condor 98: 876-

879.

Susan, Kerry, Rachel & Hayley were our fantastic 2004 in-
terns. They have moved on to other raptor and conservation
jobs and we wish them all the best.
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SOUTHERN SOLANO AND THE ADJOINING DELTA ARE RICH IN, RESPECTIVELY, NATIVE SHORTGRASS PRAIRIE AND WETLANDS—TWO OF THE HARRIER’S FAVORITE

HAUNTS. THIS ADULT MALE COURSES LOW FOR MICE AND WINTER SPARROWS, DETECTING THEM FIRST WITH HIS PRECISE HEARING. [JIM LOMAX]
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program of the Golden Gate National Parks
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Gate National Parks, enhance the experi-
ences of park visitors, and build a community
dedicated to conserving the parks for the
future. To become a member, phone (415)
4R-PARKS, or visit
www.parksconservancy.org.

The National Park Service was creat-
ed in 1916 to preserve America’s natural,
cultural, and scenic treasures, which today
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