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Raptor Migration Summary – Spring 2012 
Laurie Goodrich 
 

January and February were warmer 
than usual, and were followed by a warm 
spring that saw an early leaf-out across 
Pennsylvania forests, and early arrivals 
for some songbirds in spring 2012. Despite 
these patterns, raptor migration appeared 
to be right on schedule. Peak flight dates 
were similar to prior years and none of the 
sites reported unusually early dates. Rain 
and northerly winds occurred more often 
than usual throughout the season, 
possibly dispersing migrants and reducing 
daily and season totals below those of 
recent years at some sites.  

 
Migration Summary 

 
Four Pennsylvania watchsites tallied 

21,164 hawks during 1502 hours of 
counting between mid-February and late 
May (Table 1). Two Mississippi Kites were 
recorded, an adult at Hawk Mountain in 
Berks/Schuylkill 15 April and a sub-adult 
at Presque Isle in Erie 24 May. A 
Swainson’s Hawk at Tussey Mountain, 
Centre 14 April was the only other rarity 
spotted this spring. 

Despite counts dropping at three of 
the four sites compared to 2011, the total 
number of raptors counted in 2012 was 
the second highest total recorded for the 
spring in more than a decade (Table 1). 
Prior to the beginning of coverage at 
Presque Isle in 2009, total counts of spring 
raptors in the state ranged from 6000 to 
13,000, and often included more sites 
reporting than in recent years. The largest 
boost in counts from Presque Isle has been 
in tallies of Turkey Vulture, now 
exceeding 6000 birds each spring, when 
earlier statewide counts ranged from 600 
to 2100 birds.  
 
Table 1: Pennsylvania watch-sites 
reporting for spring 2012 
 
Site Hours Total 
Allegheny Front  492 1527 
Hawk Mountain 259 1131 
Presque Isle 263 16290 
Tussey Mountain 489 2216 
Total 1502 21164 
 

In 2012, the total hours of effort 
increased to 1502 compared with 1250 
hours in 2011, and the number of days of 
coverage increased to 245 compared to 
210. This welcome increase in coverage at 
the four count sites, however, led to a 
slight dip in birds per hour, with sites 
averaging 14.1 migrants per hour of effort 
in 2012, compared to 22.3 migrants per 
hour in 2011. Presque Isle led with 62 
birds per hour of effort in 2012, while 
Allegheny Front (Bedford/Somerset) and 

Tussey Mountain led with 492 and 489 
total hours, respectively (Table 1).  

Pennsylvania set a new record for 
Bald Eagles in spring with 236 spotted 
among the four sites. The two Mississippi 
Kites tied the 2004 record of two sighted 
for spring watchsites, and the lone 
Swainson’s Hawk matched the 2003 
spring count. Presque Isle recorded the 
highest one-day count for Bald Eagle with 
17 on 2 May. Other peak counts of this 
species were scattered throughout the 
season, underscoring the broad migration 
period for this species.  

March was the best month to spot 
Golden Eagles in Pennsylvania. Tussey 
Mountain led the Golden Eagle parade 
with 32 on 1 March, and Allegheny Front 
had its peak Golden Eagle flight of 10 on 
17 March. The most numerous migrant 
statewide was the Turkey Vulture, with 
10,848 total birds representing 51% of all 
migrating raptors observed, and Broad-
winged Hawk at 5089, representing 24% 
of all migrants (Table 3). Vultures peaked 
in late March with 1400 on 28 March at 
Presque Isle, and 89 Turkey Vultures at 
Allegheny Front 18 March. Tussey 
recorded 21 on both 22 and 23 March as 
well. Hawk Mountain had minimal 
coverage in March but recorded a peak of 
8 Turkey Vultures 3 April. 

 
Site Highlights 

 
Allegheny Front (Somerset/Bedford) – 
Watchers at Allegheny Front recorded 
1527 hawks in 492 hours of counts from 
22 February through 7 May, at a rate of 
3.1 hawks per hour (Table 3). The peak 
one-day tally occurred 18 March with 142 
total hawks including 89 Turkey Vultures, 
24 Red-tailed and 19 Sharp-shinned 
hawks. Lower than usual counts of Broad-
winged Hawk disappointed observers, 
with a peak one-day count of just 42 on 14 
April. In contrast, 67 Osprey flew past 30 
April, setting a new one-day site record for 
this migrant. Six Bald and three Golden 
eagles were spotted that same day, 
making for a especially memorable time at 
the mountain (Table 2). The last day of 
counting 7 May resulted in 19 migrants 
including 9 Osprey and 2 Golden Eagles, a 
respectable ending. A new spring record 
was set in 2012 for Cooper’s Hawk with 
108 counted, and Osprey, Northern 
Goshawk, and Sharp-shinned Hawk were 
all above the 10-year average.  

 
Hawk Mountain Sanctuary 
(Berks/Schuylkill) – Hawk Mountain 
counters recorded an above-average 1131 
raptors in 259 hours of counts from 10 
March through 13 May, at a rate of 4.4 
birds per hour (Table 1). New season 

records were set for both Bald Eagle (46) 
and Black Vulture (121). A new one-day 
spring record also was set for Black 
Vulture with 11 migrating north above 
North Lookout 4 May. Frequent windy 
days in April and May might have 
increased slope-soaring migrants in 2012, 
as Hawk Mountain recorded total counts 
25% above the ten-year average.  

The rarest migrant was sighted 15 
April, an adult Mississippi Kite heading 
north along the mountain. The peak one-
day count of 92 hawks swirled past 16 
April, including 72 Broad-winged Hawks. 
Several other days saw more than 50 
migrants, but kettles of Broad-winged 
Hawks were rarely observed. Early May 
counters were challenged by rain, but on 
12 May, Hawk Mountain sighted six Bald 
Eagles (two adult and four immatures) for 
the peak one-day count for the season 
(Table 2). The count ended early on May 
13 as the lookout was shrouded in fog and 
drizzle for 14 and 15 May. 

 
Presque Isle (Erie) – In the fourth season 
of counts at Presque Isle, watchers tallied 
16,290 migrants in 263 count hours, a rate 
of 62 birds per hour across 66 days 
between 1 March and 26 May. The total 
was above average but below the 2011 
total of 23,417 (Table 3). The peak day in 
March occurred on the 28th with 1429 
migrating hawks including 1400 Turkey 
Vultures and 16 Red-tailed Hawks. In 
April the best count day occurred 15 April 
with 585 migrants including 355 Broad-
winged Hawks. 2 May brought the highest 
count for the season with 1999 Broad-
winged Hawks, 20 Osprey, 17 Bald 
Eagles, and 59 Sharp-shinned Hawks 
among the 2255 raptor migrants (Table 2). 
The rarest migrant for the season was 
spotted 24 May when a sub-adult 
Mississippi Kite glided into view while 
watchers were observing an approaching 
Bald Eagle.  

 
Tussey Mountain (Centre) – Tussey 
counters tallied 2216 hawks in 489 hours 
from 21 February through 25 April, for 4.5 
birds per hour (Table 1). Totals were 
slightly below the ten-year average of 
2341. Golden Eagles concentrated at the 
site during early March with 32 spotted 1 
March, 19 on 2 March, and 21 on 7 March. 
Golden Eagles were seen nearly daily 
throughout March, and the season total of 
212 was average for the site, but the 
highest for Pennsylvania. A peak one-day 
count of four Bald Eagles also sailed past 7 
March. The rarest migrant of the season, a 
Swainson’s Hawk, was observed heading 
north on the afternoon of 14 April. Broad-
winged Hawk numbers peaked 26 April, 
with 278 high-flying birds swirling past, 
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among a total of 323 migrants for the day. 
Above-average season counts were 
recorded for Bald Eagle, Sharp-shinned 
and Broad-winged hawks.  

 
Conclusion  

 
In spring 2012, migrants appeared to 

be more dispersed than in past spring 
seasons. Although vultures passed by in 
impressive flocks at Presque Isle in 
March, Broad-winged Hawks rarely 
surpassed 100 birds at any of the sites.  

Eagles continued to amaze 
Pennsylvania spring observers, with 291 
Golden and 236 Bald eagles tallied among 
the four sites. Most Golden Eagles were 
seen at Tussey Mountain and Allegheny 
Front (284), whereas Bald Eagles were 
observed in good numbers at all 
watchsites, although the lake shore site, 
Presque Isle, observed twice as many as 
the other three locations (128).  

Despite the 
lowering number of 
spring sites covered 
in recent years, 
Pennsylvania plays a 
key role in eastern 
eagle monitoring in 
spring and in 
autumn. Tussey 
Mountain con-

sistently records the fourth highest spring 
count for Golden Eagle across the 
continent, and autumn totals at both 
Allegheny Front and Waggoner’s Gap are 
some of the highest in the east. Presque 
Isle is fast becoming a key spring site for 
vultures, where their season counts have 
been among the highest recorded at any 
spring site in the past two years.  

Trends in numbers of eagles and 
other raptors sighted at Pennsylvania 
sites, for any watchsite with at least 10 
years of hourly data are available at 
<www.rpi-project.org>. I encourage all 
Pennsylvania birders to assist your local 
hawkwatch in covering their location in 
either spring or autumn and to see the 
fruits of their labor at the above website. 
You only have to read the daily reports 
(archived on <www.hawkcount.org>) to 
realize how much fun these observers are 
having, and how many other migrants 
they are seeing. 
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Table 2. Peak count dates for selected species at 
selected Pennsylvania watch sites. 
 Bald Eagle Golden Eagle
Site Count Date Count Date 
Allegheny Front 6 4/30 10 3/17 
Hawk Mountain 6 5/12 2 4/9 
Presque Isle 17 5/2 1 many 
Tussey Mountain 4 3/7 32 3/1 
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