
SPRING PROGRAMS AND EVENTS

A Warbler, a Tangled 
Bank, and the River 
Continuum Concept
Wed., March 10, 6:30 p.m.
Online Virtual Meeting

Louisiana Waterthrushes nest along 
the banks of streams that are rich 
in invertebrate prey. For this reason, 
these birds are great indicators of 
stream health in eastern deciduous 
forests. As an assistant professor at 
Louisiana State University, Leesia 
Marshall has studied the intricate 
balance between waterthrush nest-
ing biology and stream ecology in 
the Ozark Mountains of Arkansas. 
Log on to hear about Leesia’s incred-
ible body of work on this beautiful 
warbler. 

Evaluating the Cause of 
Wood Thrush Declines: 
The Role of Managed 
Forest Landscapes
Wed., April 14, 6:30 p.m.
Online Virtual Meeting

Wood Thrush populations have 
declined substantially over the last 
50 years. In order to increase our un-
derstanding of their breeding-habitat 
needs, Cameron Fiss, a graduate 
student at SUNY-ESF, has evaluated 

Effects of Urban Noise 
and Light Pollution  
on Birds 
Wed., February 10, 6:30 p.m.
Online Virtual Meeting

With increasing numbers of people 
moving into cities every day, urban 
noise and light are having a drastic 
effect on wildlife distributions. Birds 
rely on sound for communication 
and seek shelter in dark places, so 
it’s important to understand these 

consequences when developing 
conservation strategies. Join 
Lauren Pharr, a master’s student in 
ornithology at North Carolina State 
University, for a discussion on how 
urbanization continues to affect local 
bird species.
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the effects of forest management 
practices on Wood Thrush habitat 
use. It’s vital to comprehend this spe-
cies’ full breeding cycle, as recently 
fledged Wood Thrushes may use 
habitats different from those used 
by adults. Log on to this meeting and 
learn how recently harvested forest-
patches may be more important to 
adult Wood Thrushes than previously 
thought.

Sea Turtles of the 
Atlantic: Stories of 
Conservation and Hope 
Wed., May 12, 6:30 p.m.
Online Virtual Meeting

The Atlantic Ocean is home to six 
of the world’s seven species of sea 
turtles. Each species functions to help 
maintain the ocean’s health and keep 
the trophic structure of the food web 
in balance. Sea turtles face numerous 
threats throughout their lives, many 
of which are human-caused. In this 
presentation, Phil Allman, an associate 
professor at Florida Gulf Coast 
University, will discuss the primary 
threats that sea turtles face and offer 
some evidence for hope that we can 
save these ancient mariners from 
extinction. Log on to learn how your 
actions here in Syracuse might impact 
sea-turtle populations around the 
globe.  

P
H

IL
 A

LL
M

A
N

 

M
U

R
R

Y 
B

U
R

G
E

S
S

C
A

M
E

R
O

N
 F

IS
S



2

The Kestrel
Editors Thomas Riley, Rose DeNeve  
 
Officers, Chairs, and Directors 2020-2021
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Vice President Alison Kocek (Acting)
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Treasurer  Robert Kuehnel
Birdathon Paul Richardson, Alison  
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Conservation Maryanne Adams
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Directors Maryanne Adams,  

Diane Emord, David 
Fitch,  Jason Luscier, Pat 
Parkhurst, Joan Ragland,  
Paul Richardson

Hon. Director Ellie Long

Join 
To become a member of Onondaga Audubon 
Society, please send your name, address, 
and a check for $15 payable to Onondaga 
Audubon Society to the address below. 
Chapter-only members receive The Kestrel 
newsletter. For information on National 
Audubon Society membership, please visit 
audubon.org. Joint members with National 
Audubon receive The Kestrel plus Audubon 
magazine.  

Volunteer  
If you would like to talk to a committee chair 
about how you might help, contact  
OnAudubonCom@gmail.com, and a 
representative will contact you.

 
Donate 
If you would like to help us achieve our 
mission, you can do so by mailing a check to: 
 
Onondaga Audubon Society, Inc. 
P.O. Box 620 
Syracuse, NY 13201 
 
Stay in touch 
Letters to the editor may be sent to 
OnAudubonCom@gmail.com or to the 
address above.

Visit our website: OnondagaAudubon.org

If you would like to receive The Kestrel by 
email only, please send your request to  
OAS.Membership@gmail.com.

If you would like to receive email  
reminders about public programs  
and field trips, send an email to  
OAS.Programs@gmail.com with the word 
Subscribe in the subject line.

Problems with subscriptions should be 
referred to the membership chair at  
OAS.Membership@gmail.com.
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PRESIDENT’S MESSAGE

By Dorothy “Dori” Joiner 
Acting President

Hopeful for  
a Better Spring

Greetings! 

As spring 2021 approaches, I look 
forward to warmer weather, migrating 
birds, and a return to more in-person 
activities as the pandemic subsides. It 
is my sincere hope that all of you have 
stayed healthy and well, and that 2021 
will be a bright new year.

First, I would like to tell you about 
some recent leadership changes in 
Onondaga Audubon. I have become 
acting president, and Alison Kocek is 
now acting vice president. Michelle 
Stantial is returning as secretary, 
while Robert Keuhnel will remain as 
treasurer. In addition, the board has 
formed a new, native-plant committee 
to be chaired by Diane Emord. I would 
also like to welcome Pat Parkhurst, 
our newest board member.  

I’m quite new to being an officer, 
and I’d like to thank all our wonder-
ful board members for their help 
and patience as I learn how to fill this 
important position. Many of you may 
know me as field-trip and course 
coordinator, a role that I’ve held since 
2016. Working with our many expe-
rienced field-trip leaders, getting to 
know them, going out on the trips, 
and meeting many of the participants 
has been extremely rewarding. In 
2018, I became a member of Onon-
daga Audubon’s board of directors 
so that I could be more involved in its 
decision-making process. This year, I 
was elected vice president and then 
assumed the role of president when 
Renee Kittleman stepped down from 
that position. I look forward to meet-
ing more of our members from across 
the chapter’s service area.

In spite of the coronavirus pandemic, 
which prohibited us from schedul-
ing in-person events and field trips 
during most of 2020, we adapted and 
found ways to connect virtually with 
our members. We held three online 
program meetings in the fall, allow-
ing us to attract excellent speakers 

from outside our region. If you missed 
these informative talks, we have 
recorded them, and you are welcome 
to visit our website to watch these 
recordings. Just go to https://on-
ondagaaudubon.com, click “events” 
and then “monthly virtual meetings.” 
We are planning to continue these 
Zoom-based meetings through the 
spring. You can view the schedule for 
these events in this newsletter, on our 
website, and on our Facebook page. 

In October 2020 I attended the meet-
ing of the New York State Ornithologi-
cal Association (NYSOA). In lieu of the 
usual three-day program, the 2020 
get-together was a one-day virtual 
meeting. There was much discussion 
of the third New York Breeding Bird 
Atlas, a dedicated survey of all the 
birds breeding in New York state. All 
field work for this atlas is performed 
by volunteers who record all the bird 
species they can find within specific 
survey blocks and document evidence 
of breeding. We hope you will consider 
taking part in this important effort to 
record the breeding birds in our area. 
(For more information, see https://
ebird.org/atlasny/about/). Planned 
for October 2022, Onondaga Audu-
bon will be hosting the next in-person 
NYSOA meeting here in Syracuse. So, 
stayed tuned—we’ll be looking for vol-
unteers to help out with this big event! 

Until then, stay positive, keep birding, 
and check our website and social me-
dia for additional news about upcom-
ing and pop-up events!

Dori Joiner prepares to release an Indigo Bunting 
at Baltimore Woods.
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SANCTUARIES

But It’s All Good News
By David Fitch 
Sanctuary Chair

Having already reported on the 2020 
spring migration season and pub-
lished the Derby Hill hawk-counter’s 
report, The Rough-leg, I always find 
this offseason column a challenge. 
As not much that I consider news-
worthy happens during the sum-
mer and fall months, it’s difficult to 
provide information deserving of our 
readers’ time and attention.

With the arrival of mowing season, 
our volunteer mower, Ken Hodgson, 
asked us to purchase a new riding 
mower to cut Derby Hill’s lookouts 
and trails. The existing machine  
had been purchased secondhand 
roughly 20 years ago, and it often 
needed repair. The chapter’s board 
approved Ken’s request for an 
amount not to exceed $2,000, and 
all of that was needed. For those who 
have noticed how quickly woody 
plants are growing in Derby’s fields, 
our three-year mowing schedule 
calls for them to be cut in fall 2021.

As noted in my last report, a Motus 
tower was erected at Derby Hill in 
July. The system is now collecting 
data on passing birds that have been 
fitted with Motus transmitters. To 
date, confirmed detections include 
American Pipit, American Woodcock, 
Blackpoll Warbler, Chimney Swift, 
Horned Lark, and Rusty Blackbird. 
As we learn where such birds are 
seen before and after they reach 
Derby Hill, we’ll be sure to let you 
know.

At long last, municipal water service 
to the Derby Hill residence has been 
completed. This means that potable 
water will be available when the 
building is opened for the 2021 hawk 
count. Early visitors will notice that 
the trench for the water piping has 
been left unfinished to allow for soil 
settling. It will be graded and raked 
in the spring, but visitors are cau-
tioned to avoid parking on top of the 
loose soil.

I can report that Karl Bardon has 
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informed us that he would like to 
return for a third season as our hawk 
counter. At this writing, no contract 
has yet been executed.

After the spring hawk count, we left 
several bird feeders out at the north 
lookout, and generous visitors have 
been keeping them filled. As a result, 
we have had more seed- and suet-
eating birds around for visitors to 
enjoy, including several Ring-necked 
Pheasants. Thank you to those who 
have been filling the feeders and 
making regular donations in the 
contributions box.

At Noyes Sanctuary, trail mainte-
nance has been ongoing due to user 
litter and fallen trees and branches. 
The roadside sign, which had been 
sagging for many years due to a 
rotting upper crossbeam, also had 
one eye bolt nearly breaking through 
the six-inch beam. With the assis-
tance of my friend Doug Greene, the 
top beam and supporting fasteners 
were replaced in November. The sign 
is now level and should endure for 
many years.

Also at Noyes, Mr. and Mrs. John 
Rapacke have generously offered us 
the gift of a 12.5-acre parcel that lies 
along 1,560 feet of the sanctuary’s 
southern boundary. After inspecting 
the property, the board has begun 
the process of accepting this gift. 
The parcel has been logged and is 
primarily wetland, so its value to On-
ondaga Audubon is that of a buffer 
to prevent development. At this time, 
we have no plans to extend any trails 
onto the new property.

  
If you would like to receive the  
2020 Derby Hill Bird Observatory 
Rough-leg newsletter and be added to 
the mailing list for future issues,  
please contact:  
oas.membership@gmail.com

Are You Interested 
in Helping Birds and 
Other Wildlife?
With the exception of a profes-
sional hawk counter that reports 
on the spring migration over  
Derby Hill Bird Observatory,  
Onondaga Audubon is an all- 
volunteer organization.

Currently we are seeking: 
 
Editor(s) and graphic 
designer(s) for our chapter 
publications and for webpage 
maintenance. We publish two 
newsletters—a chapter news-
letter (The Kestrel, two issues) 
and a Derby Hill newsletter (The 
Rough-leg, one issue)—as well as 
an annual mission-report/appeal 
each year.

Join our education committee! 
The education committee works 
mainly with schools and conducts 
activities at events.
 
New board members. We’d like 
our board of directors to include 
more representatives from various 
locations in our service area (e.g., 
Jefferson, Oneida, and Cayuga 
Counties). And with virtual plat-
forms like Zoom, those members 
living at some distance from 
Syracuse would not need to travel 
for in-person attendance at our 
monthly board meetings. 

If you’re interested in any of these 
opportunities, or if you know 
someone who might be, please  
e-mail us at onauduboncom@
gmail.com. 
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Onondaga Audubon’s conserva-
tion committee has been involved 
in the siting process for proposed 
alternative-energy installations for 
several years. While we favor prop-
erly located and well-considered 
renewable energy (especially solar 
and new-generation nuclear), these 
projects have major impacts on 
wildlife. Within the New York State 
Department of Environmental Con-
servation Regions 6 and 7 there are 
numerous proposed solar projects 
of 100 to 200 megawatts (MW) or 
more. Massive projects like these eat 
up hundreds and thousands of acres 
of land. If placed in areas that are im-
portant for grassland birds or along 
migratory paths, industrial wind and 
solar can have a huge impact. 

New York State has committed to a 
100% renewable-energy standard 
by 2040. Whether this is realistic 
remains to be seen, but in attempts 
to achieve this goal, the ecological 
values of sensitive areas and species 
must not be sacrificed. To date, our 
conservation committee has been 
engaged in comment on many proj-
ects in Jefferson, Lewis, Cayuga, and 
Oswego counties. We have helped 
stop some terrible projects and 
made others better. We will continue 
to do so, as we are often the only 
independent voice speaking for our 
fellow travelers on this planet.

Temporarily slowed by COVID-19, a 
solar tsunami is upon Central and 
Northern New York. Large projects 
above 25 MW are currently regu-
lated by Article Ten of the state’s 
Department of Public Service (DPS). 
However, a new law replaces Article 
Ten with Article 23, which creates an 
Office of Renewable Energy Siting 
in the Department of State (DOS). 
The name of the new law says it all: 
the Accelerated Renewable Energy 
Growth and Community Benefit Act. 
The goal of the new legislation is to 
dramatically speed up the approval 

process for clean-energy projects 
while also helping local communi-
ties cope with economic problems 
resulting from the COVID-19 health 
crisis. This might sound good, but 
there are problems.

Preliminary review of draft Article 
23 regulations suggests they are de-
signed to accelerate projects regard-
less of their impacts. Unlike the DPS, 
the DOS is more directly controlled 
by the state executive. Conservation 
groups are attempting to amend the 
new regulations to provide more op-
portunities for input regarding nega-
tive environmental impacts and their 
mitigation. Onondaga Audubon has 
signed on to comment letters from 
the American Bird Conservancy and 
Audubon New York that address  
the most grievous concerns. (In-
cidentally, smaller wind and solar 
projects under 20 MW are regulated 
by local municipalities that generally 
lack expertise in ecological matters 
and often could care less. We are 
currently monitoring a small solar 
project in New Haven, and it’s likely 
that there will be more such projects 
elsewhere in our service area.)

In Cayuga County, many landown-
ers with acreage suitable for solar 
arrays are being approached by 
energy companies. Their agents 

are knocking on doors, and propos-
als are being mailed. This spring 
I received a letter from Hexagon 
Energy to let me know that they were 
interested in leasing up to 50 acres 
of my property for a solar energy 
project “at a much higher rate than 
a typical agricultural lease.” In this 
letter, I was urged to “take advan-
tage of the long-term predictable 
passive income that a solar project 
can offer.” Any farmer who has been 
facing economic hardship would 
find such a proposal very attractive. 
Indeed, this is why Garnet Energy’s 
200-megawatt solar project is now 
in the planning stages for the Town 
of Conquest in Cayuga County. The 
parcels of land leased for this cover 
2,000 acres. Equipment would cover 
1,200 to 1,400 acres within the site. 
Several property owners with land 
adjacent to leased parcels have 
concerns about the visual impact on 
their hitherto bucolic vistas. 

My concern is whether there will be 
adequate mitigation for the forests, 
wetlands, and other good bird habi-
tat that will be sacrificed for clean 
energy. Five of us local residents 
formed the Rural Preservation and 
Net Conservation Benefit Coalition 
and retained the services of a law 
firm. With the help of this firm, we 

CONSERVATION

Maryanne Adams  
Conservation Chair

Big Changes Are Afoot 
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Ground-mounted solar installations can offer much-needed habitat for pollinators if flowering native 
plants are planted under and around the solar panels. Such low-growing meadows not only benefit bees, 
butterflies, and birds; they offer better management of stormwater as well.
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applied for and received “intervenor 
funding” that we can use to pay for 
participation in the pre-application 
documents that will detail the overall 
scope of the project. We’ve hired a 
consultant to assess the visual im-
pacts of the project, and we have ex-
perts who will determine its possible 
effects on birds and bats—both from 
loss of habitat and from the project 
itself. We will also address security 
lighting issues so that it doesn’t pol-
lute the night sky or cause disruption 
to bird migration or insect reproduc-
tion.

Preventing the Conquest project 
from moving forward is not our goal. 
In fact, replacing current agricultural 
monocultures with solar panels 
might be good for the food web if 
Garnet Energy also creates pollina-
tor-friendly habitat wherever possi-
ble. There will certainly be more large 
solar projects headed our way, and it 
would be wonderful if the Conquest 
project could emerge as a stellar 
example of a solar-energy installa-
tion with a net conservation benefit. 
As the approval process for alterna-
tive energy projects continues to be 
streamlined in New York State, it will 
be up to us to ensure that challenges 
are transformed into opportunities 
to benefit birds and other wildlife. 

Gene Huggins left us on Sep-
tember 13. Gene 
served two terms 
as chapter presi-
dent, one in the 
1980s and the 
other in the 2010s. 
During the latter, 
he undertook the 
rewriting of the 
chapter’s bylaws as well as its 
mission statement. 

Gene made many contributions to 
the larger birding community. His 
1990s study of Common Night-
hawks was the first systematic 
attempt to quantify the fall flight 
over the Skytop area of Syracuse, 
providing very useful data for a 
species already in decline. He 
was a regular contributor to The 
Kingbird, serving as its editor for 
several years.

Gene was probably best known 
for his warm-hearted demeanor 
and engaging smile. He was an 
inveterate field-trip leader, often 
reaching out to younger birders. 
He initiated the annual Purple 
Sandpiper expedition to Fair 
Haven State Park as well as more 
recent field trips to Labrador Hol-
low and South Meadows Nature 
Area. —Rose DeNeve

 

In Memoriam
2020 saw the passing of two 
fine gentlemen who gave much 
of their time to birding and 
Onondaga Audubon. 

On August 20 we lost  
Dave Perrin, who 
served two terms 
on the chapter’s 
board of directors 
and was a mem-
ber of its steering 
committee. Dave 
had a wonder-
fully dry wit and a 
smile that could light up a room, 
but many knew him for his quiet 
strength. As one chapter officer 
observed, “Taciturn by nature, 
Dave listened thoughtfully to oth-
ers and often spoke only when he 
had something important to say.” 

Dave’s most passionate pas-
time was birding. He was an avid 
member of the erstwhile Tuesday 
Birders and always joined annual 
Christmas counts and Birdathons. 
As he aged and his health dra-
matically declined, he still did his 
best to get out birding every week. 
Even after a painful condition 
meant he couldn’t walk with-
out some kind of assistance, he 
continued to do the thing that he 
loved, bearing his difficulties with 
patience and grace.

Stop the Murphy’s Island Trail!
We urge people to write their local Onondaga County legislators and 
County Executive Ryan McMahon to oppose plans to extend the Onon-
daga Creekwalk onto Murphy’s Island.

New York State, the city of Syracuse, and Onondaga County are operating 
on deficits this year. The $1.5 million originally allotted for this 0.3-mile 
trail have already been spent in preparing for its placement. To build the 
trail, the county will have to allot more funds. 

Please write to your district legislator and County Executive Ryan Mc-
Mahon and ask them to oppose any additional funds for this dead-end 
trail. Building the trail will destroy numerous trees and disturb a critically 
important winter Bald Eagle roost. During these difficult times, we believe 
those monies can be better spent in rehiring the 86 county workers re-
cently laid off. (To learn your legislator’s contact information, visit http://
www.ongov.net/legislature/members.html .)

The toxins in these products move up the food 
chain, poisoning outdoor pets and wildlife that 
prey on rodents, including raptors like this 
American Kestrel, whose numbers are already in 
widespread decline.
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Spring Birdathon  
is Back!
Set aside Saturday, May 22, right now 
to take part in Onondaga Audubon’s 
61st Annual Birdathon. Saturday’s Big 
Day takes place during peak spring 
migration here in Central New York. 
Both competitive and recreational 
teams are invited to take part. We 
also encourage teams to raise funds 
in support of Onondaga Audubon’s 
mission to conserve local birds in 
Central and Northern New York.

The Rules
When: Saturday, May 22, anytime be-
tween midnight and midnight—no rain 
date!
Where: Anywhere you like within Jeffer-
son, Lewis, Onondaga, Oswego, Madison, 
Oneida, and Herkimer Counties, plus 
Cayuga County north of Route 31. 
Teams: Join another, form you own, or 
go solo. No assigned territories. Because 
of COVID-19 concerns, teammates may 
split up from one another to cover more 
ground. But if you choose to bird together, 
please use face masks and practice social 
distancing! 
Count: Carefully identify species by sight 
and/or ear—follow the honor system, 
please. 

Records to Beat
Most People: 43 teams, 116 birders (1999) 
Most Funds: $7,500 (2001) 
Most Money / Team: $2,001.11 (2019) 
Most Species Combined: 209 (2011) 
Most Species / Team: 158 (2013)

For More Information:
onondagaaudubon.com/Birdathon/

Sign up now for this exciting bird-watching 
event and help support Onondaga Audu-
bon’s local education and bird  
sanctuary priorities.

Alison Kocek and Paul Richardson,  
Birdathon Coordinators

Contact:  
OAS.SpringBirdathon@gmail.com

BIRDATHON 2020 Fall Flight Birdathon Fundraising 

bird enthusiasts, and the good 
news is that anyone who watches 
birds can be part of collecting this 
information! 

Participants are encouraged to 
take part at any level that works 
for them. You can do as little as 
add sightings of breeding birds in 
your backyard, or you can head 
out to local and statewide birding 
hotspots to provide even more 
information. All sightings will be 
submitted through eBird, so if you 
have a smart phone this is very 
easy to do. You just have to be will-
ing to add breeding data for each 
of the birds you observe and make 
sure each list you create is for birds 
found in only one block at a time. 
Instructions for exactly how to do 
this can be found online at https://
ebird.org/atlasny/about/atlas-
essentials .

We hope you will join with Onon-
daga Audubon and report all of 
your bird sightings and behaviors 
to the New York BBAIII this spring 
and summer. It’s a really fun way of 
learning to pay more attention to 
bird behaviors, and it is incredibly 
important for providing researchers 
a better understanding of changes 
in bird nesting-patterns in New York 
state. Please join us in covering 
Onondaga County and beyond with 
as many breeding-bird sightings as 
we can. Let’s make sure our local 
birds are a part of BBAIII!

Onondaga Audubon’s inaugural Fall 
Flight Birdathon took place Septem-
ber 19, 2020. The day started out 
very cold but quickly warmed up 
with the sunshine, giving great bird-
ing opportunities to our 16 teams 
and 33 birders. The winning team, 
Archaeopteryx, found 98 bird spe-
cies, a remarkable feat for a fall day. 

In total, our teams observed 153 
species of birds, including 21 species 
of warbler, 12 raptor species, and 

40 water-bird species. Some of the 
more surprising species observed 
were Wilson’s Snipe, American Pipit, 
Rusty Blackbird, Mourning Warbler, 
and Yellow-bellied Flycatcher. With 
$1,775, the Marsh Madness team 
was this year’s top fundraiser. All 
funds raised will go directly to Onon-
daga Audubon’s efforts to conserve 
birds locally in Central and Northern 
New York. Thanks to all!

The Third New York 
Breeding Bird Atlas 
is Underway!
By Alison Kocek
 
As the icy grip of winter loosens, 
we will begin to notice a beautiful 
chorus of birds singing to mark 
their territories, carrying sticks and 
grass to build their nests, and filling 
their beaks with insects to feed 
their hungry young. Each of these 
observations can provide critical 
information on where, when, and 
which birds are breeding in New 
York state. Over time, collecting 
this information can help us better 
understand which breeding spe-
cies are declining, changing their 
breeding ranges, or occurring for 
the first time. This data will help 
inform avian conservation priorities 
for the state. 

The information published in the 
Breeding Bird Atlas comes from a 
population survey that takes place 
every 20 years. 2020 marked the 
inaugural year of our state’s Third 
Breeding Bird Atlas (BBAIII), and 
the data for this issue is being 
collected from 2020 to 2024. The 
atlas survey divides the state into 
5,710 nine-mile-square blocks, and 
the goal is to find evidence for as 
many breeding birds as possible 
within each block. Accomplishing 
this will take a lot of birders and 
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the Hiawatha Boulevard overpass, to 
enter the Creekwalk trail. Should the 
lake end of the  Creekwalk be closed, 
waterfowl can still be observed out 
on the lake. In addition, the Creek 
walk can be a good place to spot 
migrating songbirds on heavy migra-
tion days.

6. Onondaga Lake Park. Along the 
east side of the lake are several good 
locations to view wintering water-
fowl. Park at any of the pull-off loca-
tions along Onondaga Lake Parkway 
(Route 370 West) or head to the Liv-
erpool marina to view winter ducks 
and gulls. 

7. North-end Parks. Looking for 
birding opportunities on the north 
end of the lake? Willow Bay Park, 
Long Branch Park, and Maple Bay 
are all good locations to spot water-
fowl and migrating songbirds. Willow 
Bay has nice views of the lake, Long 
Branch is forested for songbird view-
ing, and Maple Bay has a mix of both.

Since the major cleanup, Onondaga 
Lake has returned to being one of 
the best birding hotspots in the 
Syracuse area. Designated as an 
Audubon Important Bird Area, On-
ondaga Lake is a vital stopover spot 
for migratory birds and serves as a 
refuge for wintering waterfowl and 
Bald Eagles. Here are our top seven 
locations to bird on Onondaga Lake:

1. Onondaga Lake Visitor Center. 
Located just north of Exit 7 on Inter-
state 690 East, this center offers a 
great starting point for birding on the 
lake. You have easy viewing of winter-
ing waterfowl from the center in late 
winter without fear of disturbing the 
birds and great views of the southern 
end of the lake.

2. Lakeview Point. This spot is lo-
cated near the amphitheater on the 
west side of the lake. To reach it, park 
at the Orange Lot for a two-mile walk 
(full of songbirds in the spring) or at 
the amphitheater lot for a half-mile 
walk up the West Shore Trail to this 
trailhead. Enjoy an amazing view of 
the lake from above, then head past 
the point and down the walkway to 
the amphitheater docks. During mi-
gration, these areas offer chances to 
see roosting waterbirds on the docks 
and shorebirds in the marshy area 
(just past the docks). Scan the lake 
for seaducks and rare gull species in 
the winter.

3. Nine Mile Creek. Park at the 
Orange Lot and continue west on the 
West Shore Trail, passing Lakeview 
Point (above) and the amphitheater. 
Just past the amphitheater is a large 
marshy area, offering great views of 
breeding marsh birds in the summer 
(Common Gallinule, American Coot, 
Pied-billed Grebe) and sheltering 
dabbling ducks in the fall. There is 
always something exciting to see at 
this stop.

4. West Shore Trail Jetties. Walk 
from the Onondaga Lake Visitor 
Center (above) or drive east a short 
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Onondaga Lake 
ways to the eastern parking lot. Head 
east down the southern portion of 
the West Shore Trail while enjoying 
abundant wildflowers and American 
Goldfinches in late summer/fall. Bird 
the rocky jetties for migrating shore-
birds and waterbirds, especially at the 
“marshy spits” area, which produced 
many rarities in 2020. If you have a 
spotting scope, this is a great place 
to scan the tree line to the north-
east for Bald Eagles and the lake for 
waterfowl, especially in February and 
March, when birds can be observed 
on the ice shelf. Continue down the 
trail for an amazing view of the lake, 
now that the West Shore Trail bridge 
to Hiawatha Boulevard has been 
completed.

5. Bald Eagle Roost. During late 
winter, head to the back of the Desti-
ny USA parking lot (near the railroad 
tracks) and scan the trees for winter-
ing Bald Eagles. Dozens of birds can 
easily be seen when the ice is thick 
on the lake. Head to the southeast 
corner of the parking area, just under 
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Syracuse Christmas 
Bird Count
Central New York birders have been 
part of the Audubon Christmas Bird 
Count (CBC) for 101 of its 121 years.
On December 19, 2020, 27 observers 
and 12 feeder watchers identified 83 
species in our most recent Syracuse 
CBC—nine more species than the 
30-year average of 74 species a year. 

This year’s finch irruption made for 
an exciting time here in Syracuse. 
However, overall finch numbers were 
surprisingly low on the CBC. The 
most noteworthy species encoun-
tered this CBC was Hoary Redpoll—a 
species never before seen in our 
count’s history. Two individual Hoar-
ies were seen mixed in separate 
flocks of Common Redpolls, one on 
the West Shore Trail of Onondaga 
Lake and one in the northern part of 
the count circle. This CBC also saw 
a record-breaking 10,796 American 
Robins; the previous CBC high-count 
was 1,272 birds in 2016.

Canada Goose  1,541
Mute Swan  30     
Tundra Swan  17
Gadwall  8
American Wigeon  3     
Mallard  452     
American Black Duck  37
Redhead  210
Ring-necked Duck  2
Greater Scaup  18
Bufflehead  51     
Common Goldeneye  159
Hooded Merganser  35
Common Merganser  136
Red-breasted Merganser  1
Wild Turkey  44
Rock Pigeon  2,116
Mourning Dove  427     
American Coot  9
Bonaparte’s Gull  1
Ring-billed Gull  755
Herring Gull  58
Great Black-backed Gull  22
Dbl.-crested Cormorant  119     
Great Blue Heron  17
Turkey Vulture  2
Northern Harrier  1
Sharp-shinned Hawk  5     
Cooper’s Hawk  15     

Bald Eagle  9
Red-tailed Hawk  82     
Eastern Screech-Owl  1
Great Horned Owl  1
Barred Owl  3
Belted Kingfisher  5     
Yellow-bellied Sapsucker  9     
Red-bellied Woodpecker  92     
Downy Woodpecker  162     
Hairy Woodpecker  34    
Pileated Woodpecker  11     
N. Flicker (Yellow-shft.)  33     
American Kestrel  1
Merlin  5     
Peregrine Falcon  1
Blue Jay  138     
American Crow  8,900     
Common Raven  9
Blk.-capped Chickadee  574     
Tufted Titmouse  75     
Golden-crowned Kinglet  3
Ruby-crowned Kinglet  1
Red-breasted Nuthatch  19     
Wh.-breasted Nuthatch  151     
Brown Creeper  4
Winter Wren  2
Marsh Wren  1
Carolina Wren  18
European Starling  6,241     

Gray Catbird  1     
Northern Mockingbird  10
Eastern Bluebird  26
Hermit Thrush  5     
American Robin  10,796   
Cedar Waxwing  1
House Sparrow  806     
Evening Grosbeak  1     
House Finch  160     
Purple Finch  4
Common Redpoll  150     
Hoary Redpoll  2    
Pine Siskin  5
American Goldfinch  185     
Field Sparrow  1     
American Tree Sp.  224     
Dark-eyed Junco  229     
White-throated Sp.  282     
Song Sparrow  13     
Swamp Sparrow  1
Red-winged Blackbird  10
Brown-headed Cowbird  1
Common Grackle  1     
Northern Cardinal  295     

Two species found during 
the count week but not on 
the day of the count:
Cackling Goose
Surf Scoter


