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DECADES OF OBSERVATION

that the current executive as it stands cannot sustain
the organization. If we are to continue to collect data
about the migration of raptors, renewal and/ or
In recent months I have read two books that I
recommend to you: zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA
The Bird Detective by Bridget
reorganization is needed. We need people who are
Stutchbury and Cuckoo: Cheating by Nature by Nick
prepared to spend the time observing in the way that
Stutchbury and Davies have done. Their fieldwork
Davies. Both Stutchbury and Davies are professors
of ornithology, and both have spent days and hours
has been supplemented by laboratory testing, but
the fieldwork of observation and organizing have
of observation in patches close to where they live.
been crucial to the success of their work Our
The hours have been spent in close study of specific
pastime has been in this tradition and, if observation
species, formulating hypotheses, setting up
is to continue, we. need personnel to organize and
experiments, and recording. As a result they have
been able to expand our knowledge of the secret
conduct the counts. Over to you!
lives of birds (Stutchbury) and the "arms race"
Sandy Darling
between parasitic birds and the hosts of their eggs
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The work of the counters at the Niagara Peninsula
Hawkwatch (NPH) has been similar in terms of long
hours of observation, learning the behavior and
appearance of migrating raptors, and keeping
detailed records. The longitudinal data from many
years has enabled scientists and others to examine
long-term trends such as the recovery from the
impact of DDT on the eggs of raptors and more
recently the decline in numbers of American Kestrels
in the east.
When the Hawkwatch started, birders did not have
access to e-mails and social media, and so they
probably spent more time observing than waiting for
posts so that they could scurry to see the latest
rarity. Locations like the count-site at Beamer was a
place to talk to other birders to find out what was
around and to exchange information. I believe that
more time was spent observing than looking, and the
number of hawk-watchers has decreased as the
interests of birders with access to social media have
differed from those who spend time in observation of
specific species at selected sites.
The data provided by NPH counters are extremely
valuable and the time-series should be extended. In
the letter accompanying this newsletter you will find

_

._--

..;,.-

_-

ADAPTATION OF SNAIL KITES IN FLORIDA
Sandy Darling
[This article draws on information in Wikipedia, ABA Birding
Vol. 50 - 4, Nature Ecology and Evolution journal, and the
University of Florida website.]

The Snail Kite, Rostrhamus socialitis, ranges from
Florida to Brazil and it is generally sedentary except
in the southern part of its range. The principal
source of food is the apple snail, which is found in
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IMPORTANT

NOTICE zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCB

FUTURE DIRECTION OF THE NIAGARA PENINSULA HAWKWATCH
Dear Members
The Executive Committee of the Niagara Peninsula Hawkwatch intends to call a meeting of members
and other interested parties in April to discuss the future organization of the Hawkwatch. We shall be
contacting nature clubs and other organizations that we feel have an interest in our activities
In recent years we have called for renewal of the Executive Committee, but have not received names
of volunteers and our efforts to ask members directly to take on specific functions have similarly not
yielded results. As things stand the current members of the executive will not be able to continue to
run the Hawkwatch in the same manner as we have. The Hawkwatch has provided one of the longest
continuous site records on raptor migration in North America and we believe that efforts should be
made carry on this important work.
For 2019 we shall direct our efforts to our core activity by ensuring that this year's count is conducted,
that submissions are audited and that records are maintained. We shall not ask for payment of dues
before the meeting we plan for April, nor shall we organize the Open House or the Annual Banquet.
We shall ask the Niagara Peninsula Conservation Authority if it wishes to continue to run the Open
House. If the Authority wish~s to do so, we shall assist their staff.
What are we asking of you now?
•

Assist us by counting in the 2019 season.

•
•

Consider being more active in the running of the organization.
Provide suggestions on how our counting activities might continue in future years.

•

Attend the meeting hi
zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA
April to discuss the future direction of the Hawkwatch and bring
proposals.

Everyone receiving this letter will be notified of the meeting. If you have questions or suggestions,
please contact Mike Street (mikestreet1@gmail.com) or Sandy Darling (darlinga@cogeco.ca).
If the efforts to reorganize are not successful, then we shall regrettably have to recommend folding
the organization.
Glenn Barnett (Secretary)
Sandy Darling (Newsletter Editor)
Matt Mills (Member at large)
John Stevens (Statistics)
Mike Street (Treasurer)
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increase in height and weight of humans as a result
of better food. zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPO

marshy and damp habitat, and the kite has a deeply
hooked bill to extract the snail from its shell.

NEW WORLD VULTURES AND CONDORS
The population of the Florida sub-species, zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA
plumbeus, dropped from 3,500 in a decade to
around 700 in the period 2003-7. The reason
Sandy Darling
appeared to be a loss of food as a result of draining
The 2018 season saw an increase in Black Vultures
lands for agriculture and rising water-levels in
with
a total of six in the period March 20 to 23 as the
Florida.
species expands its range, just as the Turkey Vulture
has done over the past forty years. This means that
Around this time a new variety of apple snail from
hawk-watchers in our area need to pay attention to
Central and South America appeared and it was two
big, dark birds rather than assuming that they are all
to five times the size of the native apple snail of
Turkey Vultures. The name "vulture" was given
Florida. In 2007 Philip D. Darby, David J. Melville
because these birds are similar to old world vultures
and Miranda L. Watford reported in Florida Field
because of convergent evolution, and the two
Naturalist that the kites were having difficulty in
groups occupy the same ecological niche. They
getting food from the larger snails and were dropping
perform a useful function by clearing up carrion.
almost half of the large snails. A later study reported
New and old-world vultures, however, are not
in 2010 in Biological Conservation that the daily
closely related; the new world vultures and condors
energy balances in adults feeding on the native and
are in the family cathartidae in the order
invasive snails were comparable, but the balances
Accipitriformes.
Some suggest that all members of
of juveniles were deficient if they were feeding on the
invaders.
,;
the family be called condors to emphasize the
difference from old-world vultures.
A paper in 2016 in Ecological Applications by
How does one separate the two species? . On March
Christopher E. eattau, Robert J. Fletcher, Brian E.
22 when a group of ten vultures flew directly towards
Reichert and Wiley M. Kitchens, however, reported
me, one appeared different to the naked eye even
that juvenile survivals rates had not declined, but
before I could see the white flashes that confirm
rather they had increased by about 50% for those
Black Vulture. One of the ten was shining black, its
feeding on the invasive, larger snails. The group
wings
were flatter and the bird was smaller. A
continued their research and in November 2017 a
binocular view confirmed that the different bird was
paper by Cattau, Fletcher, Rebecca T. Kimball,
a Black Vulture. What are the differences one
Christine W. Miller and Kitchens appeared in the onshould look for?
line journal Nature Ecology and Evolution with an
explanation. The beak lengths and body mass of
• Turkey Vultures fly with wings raised in a
juveniles in Florida are increasing, and so the
dihedral and they wobble, whereas Black
increased beak lengths enable the birds to deal
Vultures fly with wings flat and are more
more effectively with the larger snails, and the
increased weight is a result of the larger snails
stable.
providing more meat.
In addition, the authors
• The back of a Turkey Vulture is brown,
reported that kites with larger beaks are more likely
whereas that of a Black Vulture is black.
to survive the first year of life and this has enabled
• The Black Vulture is smaller and the short
an increase in the Florida population of Snail Kites,
tail, when flared, appears to be almost an
which is now estimated to be 2,600.
extension of the wings.
•
An
adult Turkey Vulture has red, bare skin on
The change has occurred surprisingly quickly and
the head with an ivory-colored beak,
the researchers interpret the results to be an
whereas
a Black Vulture has a black head,
example of phenotypic plasticity. In lay terms ABA
although a juvenile TV also has a dark head.
Birding defines this as "the ability of organisms to
respond to environmental conditions without
• The coverts of a Turkey Vulture are dark and
underlying genetic changes". This is similar to the
the flight feathers are silver, whereas the
2
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underwing of a Black Vulture is dark except
shearwaters and other pelagic species like StormPetrels, but this has not been reported for Black
for the white at the ends of the wings. If one
Vultures.
examines photos, the white on the Black
Vulture is most apparent on the spines of the
SDE~CIEISof new-world vultures or
upper wings and the primaries under the
condors.
Most
wing as the second photo shows.
vultures are dark,
Black Vultures flap more showing white
but one that does
flashes at the ends of their wings, whereas
not fit the mold is
Turkey Vultures glide and make more subtle
the King Vulture.
wing adjustments. In a group Black Vultures
One rarely sees the
will stand out, because of intervals of
bird perched as the
flapping. zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA
one
seen
in
Guyana was (left).
When viewed from
below, the King
Vulture has a white
body and underwing coverts with
black flight feathers
and tail - a very
striking bird.

Turkey Vulture

Photo: Sandy Darling

Black Vulture

Photo: Sandy Darling

The largest of the gro.up are t!1tialifornia~and~ _
- Andean CondorsWitFitheirten,;footwing-spahs. The"·
California Condors are part of a recovery program
and not self-sustaining, so they are not "countable".
Nevertheless, in my view it is worth the trip to the
north rim of the Grand Canyon to see them. Andean
Condors can be seen from Colombia to Argentina,
and one of my best birding experiences was having
lunch in Argentina and seeing twenty Andean
Condors fly over us and beyond a ridge to consume
some dead animal.

The ranges of the two birds are different. Turkey
Vultures range into Northern Ontario and in the
south into the cone of South America. The Black
Vulture has just recently come into our region and in
the south the range extends just beyond Brazil.
Turkey Vultures migrate significant distances,
whereas Black Vultures tend to remain close to the
same place throughout the year. Turkey Vultures
have a sense of smell, an ability shared with kiwis,

Lesser Yellow-headed Vulture Photo: Sandy Darling
3
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Goshawk in our binoculars meant finding the bird,
then unconsciously bringing them to a precise focus,
so that our eyes could provide brains the visual data
to enable an informed identification. And, of course,
it was worth the effort! A low Northern Goshawk
contributes to a splendid day at any hawk watch.

Two new world
vultures are the
Greater
Yellowheaded
Vulture
(GYVU) of South
America (left) and
the Lesser Yellowheaded
Vultures
(LYVU) of Central
and South America
(photo on previous
page). They appear
similar to Turkey
Vultures, but the
GYVU is a bird of
the forest, and so
generally is not in
the range of the
Lesser
Yellowheaded and Turkey Vultures, which are birds of open
country and may be found together. The latter two
~
are best separated by head color, but they also have
different flight patterns. L YVU tend to swoop down
more steeply and come closer to the ground so, if
one sees a vulture-doinqtrtis, it [swortlrpayinqclose
attention.
.,
. zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA

A few years ago I was the counter on a day when
over 1600 birds passed Beamer on a brilliant, warm
Saturday afternoon. There were quite a few Broadwinged Hawks migrating and mostly all birds were
not kind enough to be flying low. Broad-wings can
be a bit of a chore to count accurately as they tend
to form kettles, lingering and then mixing with
previous arrivals and incoming groups of birds in a
busy April sky. When the Broad-wings move in
numbers, the conditions are often quite favorable for
other diurnal raptors. Therefore, each kettle must be
vetted carefully for other species of migrants.

Fortunately there was help on that day on the tower;
I had four veterans, long time counters and two of
them were experienced in identifying stratospheric
birds. That is the day it occurred to me that all four
were experts at raising their binoculars, finding the
bird, instantaneously and precisely focusing their
binoculars allowing them to look at the bird. It was a
busy day and this skill would be required scores of
(I thank Ron Pittaway for constnsctivecomments
zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA
on an
times that afternoon.

early draft of this note.)

,. zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA

But how does one take something that is instinctive
and autonomic, 'and find some way to articulate the
process into small steps? What follows is a brief chat
on the matter of binocular technique for hawkwatching.

BINOCULAR TECHNIQUE
Tim Foran

On April 2nd 2018, I was fortunate enough to be
helping out at our NPH tower at Beamer and John
Stevens was counting. Besides a very large flow of
Turkey Vultures, there were generous numbers and
twelve other species to count.

Adjusting Your Binoculars Diopter

We need to calibrate our binoculars using both the
general focus and the diopter adjustment so that on
whatever we focus, the image can be as razor sharp
as possible. Each barrel must be set separately so
they work together. The method of adjusting can
vary according to make, so that one should read the
manual. One of the barrels, as defined by the
manufacturer, must be focused on a distant object
using the general focusing wheel, and then the
diopter adjustment should be used to focus the other
barrel. This second adjustment may be on the front
ring of one eyepiece or by using a second wheel in
the center depending on the make of the binoculars;
in the latter case there may be a lock-in provision. If

The middle part of the afternoon gave us calm winds
and to our southwest during a lull we noticed a blur
that was a juvenile Northern Goshawk flying fast.
The bird flew very low en route to the trees parallel
to the road into the park. As I got my binoculars on
the bird I could see that it was a juvenile, before it
was totally obscured by the scrub foliage as it
blasted through the bush.
The total viewing time of this rare visitor to Beamer
was at most, seven seconds. Acquiring that
4
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the diopter is even slightly off proper adjustment, we
will not be able to obtain the sharpest focus. Less
focus means less detail and information.

#58 zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfed

about. With this technique we should not be
frustrated and forever focusing because our subject
is 1,500 meters away and our binoculars are set for
butterflies six feet away.

To make these adjustments take your binoculars
and focus on something with a lot of detail. Printed
word or electrical gridlines are both ideal. From the
tower at Beamer Conservation Area, one could use
the written signs just before the path to the Bruce
Trail or the willow tree to the south. Get the sharpest
image focus on the sign overall with both barrels of
the binoculars by following the manufacturer's
directions. Check the result with both eyes open, and
repeat if the image is not sharp. Now when you put
your glasses on a hawk in the sky, it can be sharp
and allow you to see the details of the bird.

We can guess the average distance and set our Trap
Focus for hawks in the air, or we can use passing
aircraft. Any aircraft will do. If we focus on it, we
should be very nearly in the same range of the birds
as they place themselves in the sky. To ensure good
focus always, repeat this process several times
during busy times. Aircraft are also useful when we
want to set or reset our diopter.
When a bird appears, often at a distance we should
be near perfect focus and make minor adjustments
as necessary, as the bird first approaches, and then,
passes overhead. The distance from the viewer to
the bird becomes shorter, and then longer again.

You may need to repeat this diopter adjustment
regularly during your day, if you do not have a lockin provision, as your binoculars will likely get bumped
and knocked about as they are raised and lowered
many times.

If you look at the technique of those hawk-watchers
who find the birds, you will note that they are always
scanning the sky , .. zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVU

Now that we are capable of a sharp focus. What
about focusing on small distant objects in the sky?

... Keep Looking up and scanning!.

Trap Focus
As hawk-watchers our binocular techniques are
quite different from most other types of birding. The
birds fly overhead and we gaze up in hope of seeing
them in a blank sky that has no other features to
focus on. This means that our binoculars are usually
set to focus at a much greater distance than say, a
tall tree with a Great Horned Owl nest in it. We are
mainly working in range that is several hundred
meters more distant.

N.P.H EXECUTIVE

For long-range focus, even with super-fast autofocus lenses available today, wildlife photographers
employ a technique called "Trap Focus". After the
camera is set up, the telephoto lens is pre-focused
to a distance where the desired animal is expected
to appear. Suppose we want to photograph a
cougar that will appear where the pathway leading
to the Bruce Trail leaves the circle at Beamer. We
would pre-focus the lens to the same park sign that
we used to check our diopter. When the beast
arrives, it will likely be near where the sign is, and we
would be already very close to perfect focus. At
worst, only minor adjustments to focus should be
necessary for sharp focus as the animal moves .

Statistics

John Stevens
(905)685 6734 jrstevens@cogeco.ca

Secretary

Glenn Barnett
(905) 628 2093 glennbarnett3@cogeco.ca

Treasurer

Mike Street
(905)648 3737 mikestreet@gmail.com

Newsletter

Sandy Darling
(905) 6897481 darlinga@cogeco.ca

Counter coordinator 2018
Matt Mills
(905) 570-6547matt.ja.mills@gmail.com
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2.
NIAGARA PENINSULA
HAWKWATCH CALENDAR
FOR BEAMER MEMORIAL
CONSERVATION AREA
NOTES:
1.
«Species code)
indicates the start of the
normal migration period
at Beamer for that
species. (Species
code» indicates the end
of the period. The same
in bold type indicates the
start or end of the prime
period for that species.
The box in which this
combination is located
indicates the day and
month the period is likely
to start or end.

A number followed by
TV - Turkey Vulture
species initial, followed
BV - Black Vulture
zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA
and a twoby a slash (I)
OS -Osprey
digit number:
SK - Swallow-tailed Kite
In this combination the
MK - Mississippi Kite
. largest number of that
BE - Bald Eagle
species ever seen in one
GE - Golden Eagle
day is given first, and the
NH - Northern Harrier
SS - Sharp-shinned Hawk
year it occurred second.
CH - Cooper's Hawk
The box where the
combination is located
NG - Northern Goshawk
indicates the day and
RS - Red-shouldered Hawk
RT - Red-tailed Hawk
month of the event.
Example: 655 RS/94 in
SW - Swainson's Hawk
March 23 indicates that
RL - Rough-legged Hawk
the highest number of
FH - Ferruginous Hawk
Red-shouldered Hawks
AK - American Kestrel
recorded in one day
ML - Merlin
occurred on March 23,
PF - Peregrine Falcon
1994.
PR - Prairie Falcon
GY - Gyrfalcon
BW - Broad-winged Hawk

The following information, based on 44 years of data, shows significant events up to January 2019.
The largest number of raptors in a Season was 20,368 in 2011.
TV, BE, NH, SS, CH, RT, Rl, and AK can begin about mid -February.
MARCH zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA

1

2
<RT
<NG
<TV

8

<GE

1

4

3

10

9

5

7

6

<RS

11
<RT

<NH

12
<RL
<TV

13

14
<CH
<RS

<AK

44AKl90

15

17

16
<BV

23

19

25

26

<NH

29

30

<ML
<PF

1 zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA
GY/06

24

3 BV/18
655 RSt94

21

20

<BE

744 RTt96

22

18

<SS

27
<OS

11 NG/84
19 BEt03

31

46 RLlO4
Largest count for month: 6,389 in 2011; largest count in one day: 2,080 March 26, 1988
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APRIL zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDC

1

2

4

3

5

7

6

<55 zyxwvutsrqponmlkjihgfedcbaZYXWVUTSRQPONMLKJIHGFEDCBA
7 GE/09
2021 TV/09

8

9

50 CH/93

10

<05

R5>

11

12

13

14

<8W

RL>

1 FH/92

1605/92

15

16
<SW

18

17

19

CH>

20

21

<BW

BE>
35 NH/96
1,55655/76

15K194

22

23

24

25

1 PR/95**

26

1 GY/77

27

6,007
BW/85

28
8V>

05>
1 FH/98*

29

1 FH/02"

6 MU96

3 PF/15

3 PF/10

30
RT>
TV>

RL>
25W/9S"
Largest count for month: 15,012 In 1984; largest count In one day: 7,007 April 21, 1985

-MAY

1

2

3

5

4

RS>

6

7

SW>

PF>

BW>

CH>

25W/97*

8

9

10

11

12

55>

15

16

14

17

1 MKl97"
18

19

20

21

24

25

26

27

28

31

BIN, TV &RT
may continue
after May 31

OS>

BE>

13
NH>
AK>

1 MKl03*

ML>
1 MKl12*

22

23

29

30

<NH
<SS<NG<AK
<GE

Largest count for month: 2,685 In 1980: largest count In one day 1,492 May 4, 1989
• Sighting not reviewedl accepted by Ontario Bird Records Committee
•• First accepted Prairie Falcon record in Ontario
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