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Pennsylvania Raptor Migration Summary - Spring 2018 
 Laurie Goodrich 

Weather is intimately influential on the 
hawkwatchers’ quarry, the migrating hawk. 
Long-term climate patterns and air mass 
movements also have complex impacts, 
affecting winds and counts often in 
unanticipated ways. In spring 2018, 
Pennsylvania observed slightly below-
normal temperatures while precipitation 
was above average for most of the state and 
regions south along the Appalachians 
(www.ncdc.noaa.gov). These patterns may 
have challenged north-bound migrating 
raptors and could have dispersed flights in 
both time and geographic extent. In 
contrast, warmer than usual temperatures 
and lower precipitation and storm frequency 
in Texas and nearby regions may have 
allowed faster than usual movement north 
for long-distance migrants such as the 
Broad-winged Hawk and Peregrine Falcon 
(www.nrcc.cornell.edu/regional).  

Migration Summary 

In spring 2018, eight Pennsylvania 
watch sites counted 23,607 hawks in 1604 
hours and 247 days for 14.7 hawks per hour 
overall. With the new and traditional sites, 
statewide count hours were 28% above the 
average spring effort of 1245 hours. 
Pennsylvania welcomed one new site in 
Fayette County, the Summit Mountain 
watch site on Chestnut Ridge, a private, 
non-public site, while two traditionally fall 
watch sites added a few spring hours, 
Freedom Area Watch in Beaver County and 
Stateline Woods Preserve in Chester 
County.  

Total spring raptors were 6% above the 
10-year average of 22,336 hawks statewide
(Table 1), primarily driven by an upswing
in Turkey Vulture counts, 15,963 compared
to a ten-year average of 12,844. The only
other species showing well-above-average
counts was Bald Eagle, with 381 counted
compared to 237 for the ten-year average.
Despite the increased statewide effort,
counts of other raptors varied from about

average to 73% below the ten-year average 
(Table 2). Counts of the three most 
numerous migrants, Broad-winged (4075), 
Sharp-shinned (876), and Red-tailed Hawks 
(836), were 12%, 32%, and 36% below the 
ten-year averages for the state, respectively. 
The Northern Goshawk spring counts 
reflected the dearth of birds seen in 
Pennsylvania during autumn 2017, with 
only two spring sightings across the eight 
sites, compared to an average of 7.5 
sightings. The Golden Eagle, a flagship 
species for spring watch sites, was 35% 
below the ten-year average, with 187 
counted compared to the average of 292. 
The Golden Eagle count was the lowest 
statewide since 2006. Inclement weather on 
many days during peak Golden Eagle 
migration period is one possible reason for 
the dip in numbers.  

On a positive note, two species 
showing long-term declines as migrants 
(see rpi-project.org) showed near-average 
counts, with 141 Northern Harriers and 381 
American Kestrels counted across all sites; 
the latter was 3% above the average (Table 
2).  

Site Highlights 

Allegheny Front (Somerset/Bedford) – 
Allegheny Front counters tallied 926 hawks 
in 285 hours on 50 days from 2/13 to 5/5, a 
rate of 3.3 hawks per hour (Table 1, 2). 
Total raptors were 27% below the ten-year 
average. The total of 477 Broad-winged 
Hawks was 41% above the ten year-average 
of 377 (Table 2). Golden Eagles also sailed 
north in lower than average numbers with 
35 counted compared to the ten-year 
average of 67 (Table 2). Allegheny Front 
daily counts were low through mid-March. 
March 19th brought the first notable flight - 
59 hawks including 10 Golden Eagles, 8 
adults and 2 immature birds (Table 1). 
Another push occurred 3/24-25, with nine 
Golden Eagles counted during that two-day 
period along with a lone Bald Eagle. Daily 

flights increased during the second week of 
April as Broad-winged Hawks were seen 
nearly every day. During 4/21-22, watchers 
counted season peak numbers of 141 and 
291 total hawks, respectively. Southeast 
winds on 4/22 brought the highest one-day 
count and highest diversity for the season 
with 11 species heading north dominated by 
242 Broad-winged Hawks and accompanied 
by 15 Osprey, 12 Sharp-shinned Hawks and 
the last Golden Eagle of the spring.  

Delaware Nature Society Kite Watch at 
Bucktoe Preserve (Chester) - A second 
year for a special late spring watch for kites 
and shorebirds in southeastern Pennsylvania 
at Bucktoe Preserve recorded 3 hawks in 20 
days and 164 hours of counts between 5/17 
and 6/6 (Table 1, 2). Mississippi Kites were 
recorded 5/18 and 5/22, one age unknown 
and one adult. An Osprey was recorded 
5/25. Counts were lower than in 2017 when 
13 hawks were counted including 6 
Mississippi Kites; however, the kite count 
was higher than any other site in the state. 

Freedom Area Hawk Watch (Beaver) – A 
new site in Beaver County tallied 16 hawks 
in 2 hours over two days for 16 raptors per 
hour (Table 1). Totals included 13 Turkey 
Vultures, one Bald Eagle, one Osprey, and 
one Red-tailed Hawk--promising numbers 
suggesting great potential for this site in the 
future! 

Hawk Mountain (Berks/Schuylkill) – 
Hawk Mountain counters tallied 569 hawks 
in 333 hours and 37 days between 3/19 and 
5/5 for 1.7 hawks per hour (Table 1, 2). 
Despite rain, snow, and fog limiting 
coverage on 13 days, Hawk Mountain had 
above-average coverage. Total spring 
counts dipped 38% below the ten-year 
average with most species lower than 
average (Table 2). Light north winds 
brought the season-peak one-day count on 
4/21 with 81 hawks of 10 species tallied by 
Hawk Mountain trainees. The days’ 
highlights included 55 Broad-winged 
Hawks, 7 Ospreys, and a Merlin. On 4/28, 
south winds brought the second-highest 
one-day count, with 51 Broad-winged 
Hawks, 9 Ospreys, and a Peregrine Falcon 
among 66 total hawks. 

Presque Isle (Erie) – Presque Isle counters 
recorded 20,326 hawks in 175 hours of 
counts between 2/27 and 5/31, for 116 
hawks per hour (Table 1, 2). The Lake Erie 
watch site usually records the highest count 
statewide, and in 2018 it did not disappoint. 
Species counts were above-average for 
Turkey Vulture, Osprey, Bald Eagle, 
Northern Harrier, and American Kestrel, 
whereas counts of Sharp-shinned, Broad-

Site Hours Total Raptors Raptors/Hour 

Allegheny Front 285.3 926 3.3 
DNS at Bucktoe 164.0 3 0.02 
Freedom Area 1.0 16 16.0 
Hawk Mountain 241.5 569 1.7 
Presque Isle 175.0 20,326 116.2 
Summit Mountain 18.8 85 8.5 
TLCs at Stateline 

Woods Preserve 

8.5 0 0 

Tussey Mountain 408.5 1,301 3.2 
State Total 1,604 23,607 14.7 

Table 1.  Pennsylvania watchsites reporting in spring 2018 
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winged, and Red-tailed Hawks were below-
average (Table 2). Southwest winds on 3/31 
brought a record one-day count with  
watchers tallying 4204 Turkey Vultures, 
along with 16 Bald Eagles, 50 Red-
shouldered Hawks, 26 American Kestrels, 
and a total raptor count of 4365. Another 
push of vultures arrived on the lake shore 
4/2 with 2425 parading north along with 3 
Bald Eagles. Southeast winds on 4/23 
brought Presque Isle watchers the highest 
total daily count for the season with 1408 
hawks tallied including 512 Turkey 
Vultures, 615 Broad-winged Hawks, and 65 
American Kestrels. The following day 
brought 872 Broad-winged Hawks, the 
highest one-day count for the site and the 
state (Table 3), and the highest one-day total 
for Sharp-shinned Hawks at 160, among a 
total of 1271 migrating hawks. The last big 
day for the season was 5/9 when southwest 
winds ushered 612 hawks over the watch 
site including 539 Turkey Vultures, 19 Bald 
Eagles, and 25 Broad-winged Hawks.  

Summit Mountain (Fayette)-Summit 
Mountain recorded 85 hawks in 19 hours 
and 4 days of counts in March and April for 
8.5 hawks per hour (Table 1). The highest 
one-day count occurred 3/31 when 
southeast winds brought 48 Turkey 
Vultures, 10 Red-tailed Hawks, and 2 Red-
shouldered Hawks northbound past the site 
among a total of 69 hawks, a large 
proportion of the total tally (Table 2). 
Summit Mountain counts in 2018 suggest 
Pennsylvania’s southwestern ridges may 
reveal some untapped bounty for spring 
hawk-watching.  

TLC’s Hawkwatch at Stateline Woods 
Preserve (Chester) - Stateline Woods 
Preserve watchers counted 0 hawks in 8.5 

hours of counting on 6/5 although other 
birds were sighted. We wish them better 
luck in 2019’s raptor count! 

Tussey Mountain (Centre) – Tussey 
Mountain hawk watchers counted 1301 
hawks in 409 hours and 55 days of counting 
from 2/20 to 4/25, the second-highest 
season count in the state, resulting in 3.2 
hawks per hour (Table 1). The count was 
30% below the ten-year average of 1880 
total hawks (Table 2), with above-average 
counts for Turkey Vulture (210) and Bald 
Eagle (84) but lower than average counts for 
most other species, including 150 Golden 
Eagles, compared to the ten-year average of 
224 eagles. Broad-winged Hawks (381) 
were 37% below the ten-year average. The 
highest one-day count of Golden Eagles, 15, 
passed the site on 3/30 along with 6 Bald 
Eagles and 30 Turkey Vultures amid 74 
total raptors. Overcast skies prevented 
aging six of the Goldens on this day but the 
remainder was a mix of adults and 
immatures. Counters recorded four 
additional days in March with 10 or more 
Golden Eagles heading north. Tussey 
Mountain counted its highest one-day count 
of 117 hawks on 4/23 including 94 Broad-
winged Hawks, 7 Ospreys, 8 Sharp-shinned 
Hawks, and a late Golden Eagle (Table 3). 

Conclusions 

In spring 2018, hawk-watchers 
extended their survey efforts to explore new 
sites, particularly in the western counties, 
suggesting possible new places for 
birdwatchers to explore in spring 2019. 
Hourly counts averaged above 14 birds per 
hour, a respectable count rate comparable to 
autumn totals. Lake shore and central ridges 
showed the highest counts, similar to prior 

years. Counters statewide persevered 
through above-average rainfall to chronicle 
the north-bound migration and found eagles 
and other raptors pushing north in and 
around storms, sometimes showing delayed 
migration compared to other years. 
Although total counts were lower than 
average, hopeful highlights were found in 
American Kestrel numbers sighted 
returning north along Lake Erie and the 
continuing increase in Bald Eagles and 
vultures. 
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Site Golden Eagle Broad-winged Hawk 

Peak Count Date Peak Count Date 

Allegheny Front

 

10 Mar 19 242 Apr 22 
DNS at Bucktoe - - - - 
Freedom Area - - - - 
Hawk Mountain 

 

1 Apr 1 55 Apr 21 
Presque Isle 

 

- - 872 Apr 24 
Summit 

Mountain 

- - 1 Apr 12 
TLC at Stateline

Woods Preserve 

-- - - - 

Tussey Mountain 15 Mar 30 94 Apr 23 

Table 3.  Peak One-day Counts for Spring 2018. 
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 Summary of the 2018 PA Migration Count 
 Chuck Berthoud 

As we all know, bird migration is weather dependent and 
this year’s PAMC had some remarkable impacts due to cool 
temperatures throughout the state and rain everywhere at some 
point during the 24-hour period of the count. Rain overnight in 
southern PA had stopped by daybreak but left cool temperatures 
in the low 50s. 

Lancaster compiler Derek Stoner noted that the ‘heavy 
thunderstorms in the pre-dawn hours are thought to have “put 
down” birds and great fall-out type conditions with 
concentrations of migrant songbirds’. However, in northern 
counties the rain and cold did not let up. Evan Mann noted “For 
the second year in a row, Susquehanna County’s PAMC was 
essentially washed out by temperatures in the 40’s and 
intermittent rain and showers for most of the day.  Only one of 
two scheduled group walks was held, and it went from a planned 
full morning of birding to 45 minutes of dodging rain. A handful 
of stationary counts at wetlands were the only other inputs. We 
will try again next year!” Wayne Laubscher in Clinton County 
echoed the same sentiment. 

This year a total of 163,738 birds of 228 species were 
reported from 65 of 67 counties. A summary Excel table of 
statewide species numbers is included with this report, and a 
much more extensive table, showing individual county results, 
will be posted to the PSO website. 

Table 1 shows the ten most abundant species across the 
state and as usual was led by American Robin. Table 2 list the 
counties exceeding 120 species, led by Lancaster, with an 
impressive 175 species. Finally, Table 3 lists the top 10 counties 
with the highest counts of species, led by Juniata, which had the 
high counts for 43 species! 

I wish to acknowledge the essential help of Annette Mathes 
in extracting the data from eBird, creating tables, and adding 
clarity to the project. 

 
 
Table 1. Ten Most Abundant Species 

 
 

             

Table 2. Counties Above 120 Species 
 

Lancaster 175 
Juniata 157 
Butler 156 
Centre 151 
Bucks 150 
Chester 150 
Lebanon 148 
Huntingdon 143 
Montgomery 142 
Lycoming 141 
Philadelphia 138 
Cumberland 138 
Crawford 136 
Westmoreland 135 
Mercer 135 
Allegheny 130 
Dauphin 128 

York 123 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Table 3. Number of Species High Counts Per County (Top 10) 
 

 

American Robin 9437 
Red-winged Blackbird 7640 
Gray Catbird 6926 
Canada Goose 5318 
European Starling 5313 
Common Grackle 5024 
Barn Swallow 4834 
Tree Swallow 4527 
Northern Cardinal 4094 
Red-eyed Vireo 4050 

Juniata 43 
Philadelphia 32 
Bucks 24 
Montgomery 18 
Erie 12 
Lancaster 12 
Centre 11 
Greene 11 
Huntingdon 7 
Allegheny 6 
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