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2015 Autumn Raptor Migration Summary 
Laurie Goodrich  

 
Weather: “the state of the atmosphere 

with respect to wind, temperature, 
cloudiness, moisture, pressure, etc.” 

(merriam-webster.com) 
 

Weather can bring bliss or boredom 
to hawkwatchers. It determines the 
patterns of the migration, if birds fly low 
or soar high, or if they hug ridges and 
lakeshores or travel in broad fronts. In 
2015, El Niño strengthened during 
autumn months and led to above average 
temperatures in fall and early winter, 
and a shifting jet stream that frequently 
brought unusual wind patterns 
(www.noaa.gov). September was beset 
with east winds, fog, and drizzle. The 
remainder of the migration was warm 
and winds often light. The strong cold 
fronts and frigid temperatures typical of 
November and December never arrived, 
which in turn perhaps dissuaded late 
season buteos from moving south at all. 

 Despite the unusual weather, 
Pennsylvania hawkwatchers tallied 
91,876 raptors at 14 watchsites at a rate 
of 12.2 hawks per hour. The total number 
of hawks was 28% below the 10-year 
average and the lowest in more than a 
decade for the state (Table 1). Hours of 
observation statewide were slightly above 
average at 7649, compared to a 10-year 
average of 7461 hours; however the 1108 
total days of counting was slightly lower 
than average (1121, Table 1). One 
southern watchsite, Tuscarora Summit, 
went uncovered for the first year in over 
a decade, due to lack of hawkwatchers, 
and two of the 14 sites reporting were 
only covered for one or two days. Rarities 
included an immature light morph 
Swainson’s Hawk at Waggoner’s Gap 19 
October and another immature light 
morph at Hawk Mountain 4 October. 
Three Mississippi Kites included one 
adult 16 September at Militia Hill, an 

immature 22 September at Militia Hill, 
and one at Hawk Mountain 25 Sept. 

 Statewide, 13 of the 16 regularly 
recorded raptors were counted in below-
average numbers during autumn 2015 
(Table 1). The three most numerous 
migrants were observed less often in 
2015 than any year in more than a 
decade. Pennsylvania watchers tallied 
20,764 Sharp-shinned Hawks, 25% below 
the 10-year average, 41,283 Broad-
winged Hawks, 34% below average, and 
9434 Red-tailed Hawks, 30% below 
average (Table 1). The largest dips 
compared to averages were encountered 
for Osprey at 1870 or 33% below average, 
Northern Goshawk at 60 or 64% below 
average, and Rough-legged Hawk at 6 or 
53% below average. Three of the 16 
regularly detected raptors were counted 
in above-average numbers; these 
included Turkey Vulture at 6498 or 1.3% 
above average, Bald Eagle at 2164 or 
12% above average, and Golden Eagle at 
1295 or 23% above average. 

   
Allegheny Front (Somerset/Bedford) –
Allegheny Front recorded 5035 raptors in 
833.5 hours and 139 days of observation 
from 15 August to 26 December, a rate of 
6.04 hawks per hour (Table 1). Counts 
were 44% below average, with Broad-
winged Hawks showing the largest 
drop—1039 compared to the recent 
average of 4795, the lowest broadwing 
count since 1998. A new season record 
was set for Golden Eagle at 320, 58% 
above 10-year average of 204 (Table 1). 
Other above-average counts were tallied 
for Black Vulture (55), Turkey Vulture 
(775), and Bald Eagle (112). Southeast 
winds 24 October ushered one of the 
largest single-day counts for Golden 
Eagles for the state and for the site—74 
in total, 58 of which were adults. Only 
101 other raptors were tallied that day, 

led by 37 Red-tailed Hawks and 44 
Sharp-shinned Hawks, but only 2 Bald 
Eagles. A total of 150 Golden Eagles were 
added to the season total during 
November, with many double-digit days 
including 27 on 4 November and 32 on 21 
November. On the latter day eagles flew 
late in the afternoon with the last ones 
spotted against the starry sky. 
 
Bake Oven Knob (Lehigh) – Bake Oven 
counters tallied 11,645 hawks in 107 
days and 895 hours, for a rate of 13 
hawks per hour (Table 1). Above-average 
counts were tallied for Black Vulture 
(381), Turkey Vulture (1074), and Bald 
Eagle (264). All other raptors appeared in 
below-average numbers (Table 1). East-
southeast winds 26 September brought 
one of the largest Bald Eagle flights for 
the season—13 total which included 10 
adults. Two Golden Eagles joined the 
flight, one adult and one juvenile, two of 
the four goldens recorded for the month. 
Northwest winds 11 November ushered a 
late season eagle flight to the lookout, 
including 11 Golden Eagles, five of which 
were immatures, and a lone adult Bald 
Eagle. A busy accipiter flight was 
recorded 17 October with 350 Sharp-
shinned and 15 Cooper’s Hawks passing 
the watch; other highlights included 7 
Merlins and 10 Bald Eagles. 
 
Broadwing SEPT, Pipersville (Bucks) 
– This Broad-winged Hawk site in 
eastern Pennsylvania was covered 20-21 
September and tallied 959 hawks 
including 914 broadwings. The higher 
count occurred 21 September when 708 
broadwings, 22 Sharp-shinned Hawks, 2 
Cooper’s Hawks, one Bald Eagle, obe 
Merlin, one Northern Harrier and one 
unidentified accipiter were all tallied 
(Table 1). The season total recorded at 
the site was only 8% below average. 
 
Council Cup (Luzerne) – In contrast to 
most sites, Council Cup counts were 
slightly above-average in 2015; the total 
of 1042 hawks compared to the average 
of 941.3, with slightly below average 
hours of coverage at 98.5 (Table 1). 
Highlights included 690 Broad-winged 
Hawks, the highest count for that species 
since 1999, which included a big day of 
567 on 20 September. Northwest winds 
that same day also brought other 
highlights, including 2 Bald Eagles, 4 
Osprey, 2 Sharp-shinned Hawk and 5 
American Kestrels. The 4 Golden Eagles 
for the season was also above the average 
of one per autumn; this was achieved on 
the strength of the 3 goldens 13 
November, accompanied by 82 Redtails, 3 
Turkey Vultures, and 4 Bald Eagles.  

Table 2. Peak one-day migration counts for selected species.

Site 
Broad-winged Hawk Golden Eagle

Count Date Count Date 

Allegheny Front 189 9/24 74 10/24 

Bake Oven Knob 1237 9/17 9 11/11 

Pipersville (BW)* 708 9/21 - - 

Council Cup 567 9/20 3 11/13 

Hawk Mountain 1532 9/18 10 10/23,11/14 

Jack’s Mountain 965 9/19 18 10/30 

Little Gap 1349 9/22 16 11/14 

Militia Hill 2333 9/20 2 10/24 

Rocky Ridge* 648 9/18 - - 

Rose Tree Park 772 9/14 1 10/17 

Second Mountain 1638 9/19 6 11/14 

Stone Mountain 590 9/17 30 11/20 

Waggoner’s Gap 1760 9/19 41 10/24 

Bold counts indicate top four totals by species                                 *limited coverage 
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Hawk Mountain (Berks/Schuylkill) – 
Hawk Mountain recorded 13,468 hawks 
in 128 days and 1127 from 12 August to 
31 December. Total raptors were 29% 
below average, and only one species 
showed above-average counts: Bald Eagle 
at 316 or 6% above the 10-year average. 
This continued a long-term upswing in 
this species. The most abundant 
migrants, Broad-winged Hawk, Red-
tailed Hawk and Sharp-shinned Hawk, 
were 27%, 49%, and 20% below the 10-
year averages, respectively (Table1). The 
count of American Kestrel, 232, was 46% 
below the 10-year average. On 25 
September, a Mississippi Kite of 
unknown age was observed repeatedly 
swooping down and up, presumably 
catching flying insects above the ridge, 
before circling higher to soar with a 
Broad-winged Hawk. The sun angle 
prevented examination of plumage and 
therefore classifying the bird’s age. 
Another rarity, an immature, light 
morph Swainson’s Hawk, was sighted 
soaring south with a small flock of 
Turkey Vultures at 14:27 on 4 October. 
The largest one-day count for 2015 was 
1588 raptors 18 September when 1532 
Broad-winged Hawks swirled past along 
with 17 Osprey, 4 Bald Eagles and a few 
other raptors. A cold front in mid-October 
released a three-day Sharp-shinned 
Hawk deluge that featured 452 on 16 
October, 521 on 17 October, and 282 on 
18 October. The three day total 
represented nearly 33% of the autumn’s 
count for the species. The first Golden 
Eagle was early on 14 September, and 
the highest one-day count of 10 eagles 
passed by 23 October and again 14 
November. Counters 14 November also 
recorded 175 Red-tailed Hawks, the one-
day high count for the species.  

      
Jack’s Mountain (Mifflin) – Jack’s 
hawkwatchers recorded one of the few 
above-average counts for the state—5536 
compared to 4417 for their 10-year 
average. The above-average coverage of 
530 hours and 92 days may have partly 
accounted for this increase (Table 1). 
Counts of all raptors at Jack’s were 
above-average except the 102 Turkey 
Vultures, which compared to the average 
of 131 in the recent 10 years. The largest 
flight day for the site was 19 September 
with 1000 hawks sighted, including 965 
broadwings and 7 Bald Eagles. Jack’s 
Mountain recorded an above-average 152 
Golden Eagles for the autumn of 2015, 
including several double-digit flight days. 
On 14 October, 16 goldens were recorded 
along with a one-day high count of 81 
Red-tailed Hawks. On 30 October, 
another 18 Golden Eagles were tallied, 
mostly adults, and on 13, 14, and 20 
November, Jack’s recorded 15, 12, and 15 
Golden Eagles respectively, culminating 
in an impressive eagle season for 2015.  

Little Gap (Northampton) – Little Gap 
counters tallied 12,526 hawks in 104 
days and 700 hours of hawkwatching, 
13% below their 10 year average (Table 
1). Five raptors were counted in above-
average numbers: 106 Black Vultures, 
277 Bald Eagles, 115 Golden Eagles, 111 
Merlins, and 61 Peregrine Falcons. A 
light north wind 22 September switched 
to the northeast for the afternoon and 
brought the season’s largest one-day 
flight of 1349 Broad-winged Hawks and 
the second Golden Eagle for the fall. The 
highest number of Sharp-shinned Hawks 
(452) and Cooper’s Hawks (47) were 
tallied following one of the few cold fronts 
of the autumn 16 October; these 
appeared along with 3 Peregrine Falcons. 
A strong west-northwest wind 14 
November brought the high count for late 
season migrants including 159 Red-tailed 
Hawks, 9 Bald Eagles, and 16 Golden 
Eagles, one of the best days for the fall.  

 
Militia Hill (Montgomery) – Militia 
Hill’s total of 4954 was its lowest count 
since 2003 and 63% below the 10-year 
average (Table 1). The Broad-winged 
Hawk count of 2830 was 73% below 
average. The only species showing an 
above-average count was the Bald Eagle 
at 103 compared to an average of 101 
(Table 1). Most of the broadwings spotted 
in 2015 flew past 20 September, when a 
light northwest wind carried 2333 of 
them over the platform. These were 
accompanied by 14 Bald Eagles and 26 
Ospreys, with most birds passing during 
the afternoon. The one-day count of 
Broad-winged Hawks was the largest 
recorded for Pennsylvania sites in 2015 
and the Bald Eagle count was the highest 
for Militia Hill for the season.  

 
Rocky Ridge (York) – Rocky Ridge 
hawkwatchers tallied 2379 hawks in 24 
days and 119 hours of coverage, 15% 
above average. The slight increase was 
largely due to a 40% increase in Broad-
winged Hawks. The total of 1851 
broadwings was largely spotted between 
17 and 19 September with a peak of 648 
on 18 September. Five count days in 
September exceeded 100 raptors and the 
monthly total of 2060 raptors comprised 
most the migrants for the site. A late cold 
front 23 October brought 88 raptors, the 
highest one-day count for the late season, 
including 15 Black Vultures, 44 Turkey 
Vultures, 3 Bald Eagles, 20 Red-tailed 
Hawks, 5 Sharp-shinned Hawks, and 1 
Cooper’s Hawk. Only two days were 
covered in November at this partial 
coverage site, for a total of 9 hawks. 

 
Rose Tree Park (Delaware) – Rose Tree 
Park hawkwatchers counted 3195 hawks 
in 500.3 hours and 79 days of counts from 
1 September to 21 November 21 (Table 
1). The total was 54% below average with 

a 74% dip in Broad-winged Hawks, 
which accounted for much of the 
difference. Counts of most raptors were 
below average except Turkey Vultures, 
which came in at 480 compared to 394 on 
average (Table 1). The highest one-day 
raptor count for 2015 occurred on 14 
September when 772 broadwings flew 
over the site, along with 8 Bald Eagles, 9 
Ospreys, 19 Sharp-shinned Hawks, and 
24 other raptors. Light west winds 19 
October brought one of the best October 
flights for the autumn. Counters tallied a 
parade of vultures including 157 Turkey 
and 11 Black Vultures, as well as 2 
Osprey, 2 Bald Eagles, 23 Sharp-shinned 
Hawks, 10 Cooper’s Hawks, 5 Red-
shouldered Hawks, 26 Red-tailed Hawks, 
6 American Kestrels, 3 Merlin, and one 
Peregrine Falcon. Flights slowed in 
November, as was the case at most sites 
in 2015, with only 311 migrants tallied in 
that month.  

 
Second Mountain (Lebanon) – Second 
Mountain watchers counted 6746 hawks 
in 834 hours and 135 days of counts from 
12 August to 31 December. The 2015 
total was the lowest since 1986, and no 
species registered in above average 
numbers (Table 1). Despite the lackluster 
flight some exciting highlights were 
recorded. On 19 September, 1638 Broad-
winged Hawks glided past the site and 
gave counters great looks as they hugged 
the ridgetop. The highest one-day count 
during October occurred during 
threatening rain clouds, when the 207 
raptors coursing downridge included 148 
Sharp-shinned Hawks, 24 Turkey 
Vultures, a lone Peregrine Falcon, and 2 
Golden Eagles. November’s highest count 
occurred 21 November when 86 raptors 
were tallied, including 53 Red-tailed 
Hawks and 2 Golden Eagles. Intrepid 
late season watchers tallied another 92 
migrants during December, including on 
the very last day of counting, 31 
December, when they added a surprising 
25 migrants to the season’s total, 
including two Bald Eagles.  

  
Stone Mountain (Huntingdon) – Stone 
Mountain recorded 4091 hawks in 460 
hours from 30 August to 4 December, 
only 6% below the 10-year average (Table 
1). The 460 hours of coverage were up 
25% compared to prior years, which 
helped this site buck the downward 
trends seen at most other sites (Table 1). 
Five species were above-average for the 
site; these included 43 Black Vultures, 
295 Turkey Vultures, 61 Northern 
Harriers, 2335 Broad-winged Hawks, 
and 34 Merlins. In addition, new records 
were set for Bald Eagle at 149, compared 
to the prior record of 113 in 2012, and 
Golden Eagle at 171. The above average 
count of 2335 Broad-winged Hawks was 
43% above the 10-year average and the 
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third highest count ever recorded there. 
The largest one-day flight for 2015 
season occurred 17 September when 590 
broadwings soared overhead along with 7 
Osprey, one Bald Eagle, 2 Sharp-shinned 
Hawks, and 2 Northern Harriers. Golden 
Eagles were sighted nearly every day in 
November with several double digit count 
days. The highest one-day count was 20 
November, when 30 goldens were 
counted, the first passing by at 07:15 and 
the last at 16:30. Most of the eagles were 
adults. Nine Bald Eagles and 19 Red-
tailed Hawks joined the parade of 
goldens. On 4 December, the last day of 
the count, Stone watchers spotted 5 
Golden Eagles and one Bald eagle. 

  
Waggoner’s Gap (Cumberland) – 
Waggoner’s Gap hawkwatchers recorded 
19,752 hawks in 1084 hours and 137 
days, 17% below the 10-year average of 
23,718 hawks (Table 1). Above-average 
counts were tallied for four species: 1730 
Turkey Vultures, 528 Bald Eagles, 246 
Red-shouldered Hawks, and 259 Golden 
Eagles. On 19 October a juvenile light 
morph Swainson’s Hawk was observed 
harassing an immature Bald Eagle, 
providing the site’s rarest bird of the 
autumn. September counts began 
building on 16 September when 796 
Broad-winged Hawks sailed past. The 
next day 1050 broadwings appeared, and 
a light south wind 19 September ushered 
the largest flight day of the autumn, 
which consisted of 1760 broadwings 
along with 11 Bald Eagles, 21 Osprey, 44 
Sharp-shinned Hawks, and singles of 
Cooper’s Hawk, Red-shouldered Hawk, 
American Kestrel, Merlin, and Peregrine 
Falcon. Unlike many sites, the accipiter 
flights at Waggoner’s Gap were steady 
through October, despite a shifting wind 
direction. By mid-month, counts 
surpassed 300 birds a day on most days 
and several days surpassed 600. The 
highest one-day count in October 
occurred 21 October and included 524 
Sharp-shinned Hawks and 70 Cooper’s 
Hawks. Several days later the site wsa 
graced by the highest one-day count of 41 
Golden Eagles. November began slowly, 
but a cold front 14 November brought 
another eagle day to Waggoner’s with 17 
Bald and 29 Golden Eagles along one of 
the best 161 Red-tailed Hawks, the best 
count of that species for the season. 
December counts added another 206 late 
season migrants including 51 Bald and 8 
Golden Eagles and a light morph Rough-
legged Hawk 3 December (Table1).  

 
Conclusions 

 
In 2015, the state’s hawkwatchers 

were reminded how important local, 
regional, and global weather patterns can 
be to the birds we see during autumn 
migration. The mild temperatures, fog, 

and weak winds in 2015 suppressed 
totals of many common species. Despite 
this, the flights of Bald and Golden 
Eagles were surprisingly strong. Some 
species that continued their upswings, 
e.g. Black and Turkey Vultures, were 
also seen in higher than average 
numbers.  

We are just beginning to understand 
the complexities and changes occurring 
in weather patterns in recent years. 
Researchers have documented changing 
migration behaviors and distances in 
short-distance migrants, while long-
distance migrants such as Broad-winged 
Hawks, may be traveling higher and 
faster, using the lift provided by warmer 
temperatures to travel more efficiently. 
Red-tailed and Rough-legged Hawks are 
lingering farther north in winter and 
being spotted less often at Pennsylvania 
migration sites. Kestrels, Cooper’s 
Hawks and others also may be showing 
some changes as well. The strong impact 
that El Niño had in 2015 should diminish 
in 2016, and, hopefully, north winds, cold 
temperatures, and snow will return to 
next year and bring a torrent of raptors. 
Regardless of the vagaries of weather, 
Pennsylvania hawkwatches continue to 
provide some of the best hawkwatching 
experiences possible. The ninety-one 
thousand hawks this year was less than 
usual but still quite a lot of hawks. 
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