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1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Project Context 

Invenergy Wind Development, LLC (Invenergy) is considering the feasibility of a wind energy 
facility in an area of western New York, called Stony Creek Wind Farm (formerly known as the 
Buffalo Road Study Area (SCWF; project area).  The SCWF is located in the towns of 
Orangeville and Warsaw, Wyoming County, New York and encompasses approximately eight 
small hills south of Attica reservoir (Figure 1).   

Based on guidance provided by the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation 
(NYSDEC), Invenergy contracted Stantec Consulting (Stantec) to conduct winter raptor surveys 
from January to March 2008.  It was the purpose of the winter raptor surveys to document all 
raptor and owl species observed, as well as other avian species incidentally observed; special 
efforts were made to document wintering owls, including short-eared owl (Asio flammeus ;State 
Endangered) and snowy owl (Bubo scandiacus), and raptor species, including northern harrier 
(Circus cyaneus; State Threatened), rough-legged hawk (Buteo lagopus), and bald eagle 
(Haliaeetus leucocephalus; State Threatened).  The daytime and crepuscular surveys were 
modeled after the Hawk Migration Association of North America (HMANA) wintering raptor 
protocol and the NYSDEC’s Draft Guidelines for Conducting Bird and Bat Studies at 
Commercial Wind Energy Projects. 

1.2 Project Area Description 

The SCWFis located in western New York, east of Lake Erie and west of the Finger Lakes 
region.  The SCWF is within the Cattaraugus Highlands of the Appalachian Plateau Ecozone 
and is characterized by flat-topped plateau uplands with deep intersecting valleys.  Elevations 
range from 305 to 610 meters (m; 1,000 to 2,000 feet [ft]).  The climate is temperate, with cold, 
snowy winters and warm summers with abundant precipitation.  Agriculture is the primary land 
use throughout the region (Andrle and Carroll 1988).   

In the surrounding region, there is an Important Bird Area (IBA) within 32 kilometers (km; 20 
miles [mi]) of the SCWF at Letchworth State Park in Livingston, Wyoming County, which is 
approximately 23 km (14 mi) to the east-southeast of the project area.  The park contains 
gorges and waterfalls lined by forest and grasslands.  The Keeney Swamp IBA, also a NYSDEC 
Wildlife Management Area (WMA), is located approximately 48 km (30 mi) southeast of the 
project area in Alleghany County.  The site consists of extensive wetlands and Alleganian and 
sub-Canadian forest types with stands of balsam fir (Abies balsamea). 
 
A variety of habitat types, including regenerating stands of hardwood, abandoned fields, 
hayfields, croplands, and low density residential areas occur in the project area.  The majority of 
forested plots within the project area show signs of recent and past timber harvesting, or are 
regenerating after agricultural use, thus many of the forests are comprised of young trees.  
Forested plots are dominated by oak (Querucs spp.), maple (Acer spp.), beech (Fagus 
grandifolia), American basswood (Tilia americana), and cherry (Prunus spp.) (Andrle and Carroll 
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1988).  Previous human activity has disturbed the existing habitat, and current land uses are 
maintaining the habitats available in the project area.  Some of the grasslands have been 
abandoned and others are being maintained and actively cultivated.  In some areas, the 
transition between cultivated fields and woodlands is buffered by early-successional or scrub 
habitat. 

During the winter, Wyoming County experiences high wind speeds and freezing temperatures, 
and lake effect snow typically results in deep snow conditions.  Abandoned fields and other 
open grassland habitats adjacent to woodlots in the project area provide suitable wintering 
habitat for raptor species including red-tailed hawk (Buteo jamaicensis) and rough-legged hawk 
(Buteo lagopus) that are common to the region.  There is potential wintering habitat for some 
raptor and owl species of conservation concern in the vicinity of the project area.  Northern 
harriers  forage over abandoned fields, pastures, and harvested agricultural fields and will occur 
in rural areas with suitable habitat.  During the winter, short-eared owls are communal and 
typically occur in open, shrubby areas adjacent to woodlots.  Attica Reservoir, the second 
largest body of water in Wyoming County, is located north of the project area.  The reservoir is 
the closest potential water foraging habitat for bald eagle.  
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Portions of the project area are characterized by suitable owl habitat, including the short-eared 
owl’s preferred habitat which consists of open, shrubby areas adjacent to woodlots.  However, 
no owl species were observed in the project area during the winter 2008 surveys.  Most species 
of owl in the region are generally active at night and are difficult to detect during crepuscular and 
daytime surveys.  The owl species that are known to be active at crepuscular periods, snowy 
owl and short-eared owl, were not detected during the surveys.  An increased effort was made 
to detect short-eared owl.  A short-eared owl call playback survey was conducted off Nesbitt 
Road (Figure 3), in an area representing suitable habitat, at dawn on March 20.  Conditions 
during the survey were cloudy with flurries, 33º F, and WNW winds ranging from 5 to 10 mph.  
The broadcasted call elicited no response. 
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3.2 Other avian observations 

Table 3 shows the list of incidental songbird and waterfowl species observed during the 
surveys.   

Table 3.  Incidental songbird and waterfowl 
species observed during 2008 winter raptor 

surveys 
American crow (Corvus brachyrhynchos) 

blue jay (Cyanocitta cristata) 
Canada goose (Branta canadensis) 
dark-eyed junco (Junco hyemalis) 

downy woodpecker (Picoides pubescens) 
Eastern bluebird (Sialia sialis) 

European starling (Sturnus vulgaris) 
great blue heron (Ardea herodias) 

hairy woodpecker (Picoides villosus) 
horned lark (Eremophila alpestris) 

killdeer (Charadrius vociferus) 
mourning dove (Zenaida macroura) 

northern cardinal (Cardinalis cardinalis) 
northern flicker (Colaptes auratus) 

feral pigeon (Columba livia) 
red-winged blackbird (Agelaius phoeniceus) 

snow bunting (Plectrophenax nivalis) 
white throated sparrow (Zonotrichia albicollis) 

wild turkey (Meleagris gallopavo) 
 
A horned lark (State Special Concern) was observed in a field on the east side of Orangeville 
Center Road on March 19, 2008, and three horned larks were observed in a field off Buffalo 
Road near the intersection with Krotz Road on March 20, 2008.  There were flocks of 
approximately 50 and 25 snow bunting observed in a field off of Christ Road on February 20, 
2008, and in a field off of Orangeville Center Road on March 19, 2008, respectively.   

3.3 Available Regional Winter Raptor and Owl Data 

Although not detected during Stantec’s winter survey, recent Audubon CBC surveys have 
documented 18 different species of raptor and owl in the region surrounding the project area, 
including State-listed species such as bald eagle, northern harrier, sharp-shinned hawk (State 
Special Concern), Cooper’s hawk (State Special Concern), northern goshawk (State Special 
Concern), red-shouldered hawk (Buteo lineatus; State Special Concern),  peregrine falcon 
(Falco peregrinus; State Endangered), and short-eared owl.  Table 4 shows the raptor species 
that have been documented during nearby CBC surveys between 1996 and 1997 (National 
Audubon Society 2002). 
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Table 4.  Raptor and owl species observed in the region during New York Audubon CBC 
surveys between 1996-2007  

Species 
Oak Orchard 

Swamp Silver Lake 
Beaver 

Meadow 
Hamburg-East 

Aurora 
Turkey vulture       x 
Bald eagle x x   x 
Northern harrier x x x x 
Sharp-shinned hawk x x x x 
Cooper's hawk x x x x 
Northern goshawk   x x   
Red-shouldered hawk     x   
Red-tailed hawk x x x x 
Rough-legged hawk x x x x 
American kestrel x x x x 
Merlin (Falco 
columbarius)   x x x 
Peregrine falcon    x     
Eastern Screech-owl 
(Otus asio) x x x   
Great-horned owl 
(Bubo virginianus) x x x x 
Snowy Owl (Bubo 
scandiacusis)     x   
Barred owl (Strix varia)   x x x 
Short-eared owl (Asio 
flammeus) x x x   
Northern saw-whet owl 
(Aegolius acadicus) x   x   

 
Additional regional raptor and owl species data was available from the Audubon New York 
Important Bird Area (IBA) database.  At the Letchworth State Park IBA, bald eagle, northern 
harrier, Cooper’s hawk, northern goshawk, red-shouldered hawk, and wintering short-eared owl 
are known to occur.  The IBA also supports a large wintering roost of turkey vultures.  Raptor 
and owl species known to occur at the Keeney Swamp IBA include Cooper’s hawk, northern 
goshawk, red-shouldered hawk, northern saw-whet owl, and northern harrier (National Audubon 
Society 2004).   

4.0 Discussion 
The severity of the winter and availability of food dictates the annual distribution and densities of 
raptors in the region.  Six different species of raptor were detected within the SCWF project area 
during the 2008 winter surveys, and 18 different species of raptors and owls are known to occur 
in the surrounding area.     
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The majority of survey observations consisted of red-tailed hawk (60%), rough-legged hawk 
(20%), and American kestrel (10%).  The population of red-tailed hawks is stable and it is one of 
the most common raptors with its population in North America, estimated at 1 million birds 
(Wheeler 2003).  Red-tail hawks are highly adaptable and readily take advantage of foraging 
opportunities in urban areas, open and dry upland agricultural and natural areas, and in the 
winter, red-tailed hawks also occur in open marshes and swamps (Wheeler 2003).  Rough-
legged hawks are a stable and fairly common species during the winter in the region.  Locally 
dense populations of wintering birds in the region use large expanses of agricultural land and 
occur in open to semi-open meadows, agricultural fields, and marshes (Wheeler 2003).  The 
local and regional population of rough-legged hawks irregularly fluctuates mainly due to prey 
abundance (Wheeler 2003).  American kestrels are common throughout their eastern North 
American range and their overall population is considered stable at over 2 million birds (Wheeler 
2003).  During the winter, American kestrels occur in semi-open, natural or agricultural upland 
areas were they use natural and man-made perches while foraging (Wheeler 2003). 

One State Threatened species, a northern harrier, was observed in the project area during the 
January surveys; however, it was not seen again during the subsequent surveys.  In the winter, 
northern harriers occur in upland dry meadows, harvested agricultural areas, and abandoned 
fields.  In eastern North America, northern harriers are considered fairly common.  Northern 
harriers winter throughout western New York, although their population has declined in the 
region due to habitat loss and degradation associated with agriculture and loss of marshes and 
grasslands (Wheeler 2003).  Since the late 1960s, the species is estimated to have declined by 
approximately 2.5 percent annually within New York (NYDEC 2007).  Partners in Flight estimate 
a global population of 1.3 million for the species, 35 percent of which is in the U.S. and Canada 
(Rich et al. 2004).   

There were no other Threatened species observed on-site.  There were no eagles observed in 
the project area during the 2008 winter surveys, although bald eagles (State Threatened) are 
known to occur within the region.  During the winter, bald eagles occur in riparian habitats where 
there is open water, but may also occur away from water in areas where there is alternative 
food sources which may consist of carrion, large rodents, or waterfowl (Wheeler 2003).  As bald 
eagles do occur in the region in small numbers during the winter, there is a potential that they 
could occur in the vicinity of the Attica Reservoir, which is approximately 2.3 mi from the 
geographic center of the project area; however, it is unlikely that they would remain in the 
project area due to the lack of suitable habitat.  Bald eagles are listed as State Threatened; 
however, bald eagle populations in North America have been growing, substantially in many 
locations (Wheeler 2003).   

There was no State Endangered species observed on-site; however, there are two species that 
have been documented at locations in the surrounding area.  One peregrine falcon was 
observed once at Silver Lake during the 2001 Audubon CBC.  The ‘Eastern’ peregrine falcon 
sub-species occurs in the region during the winter.  The location of peregrine falcon during the 
winter in the region is largely associated with coastal areas; in New York, they may occur along 
lakes and rivers bordered by cliffs.  They will occur in urban areas with tall buildings and some 
‘Eastern’ peregrine falcons may occur in agricultural areas (Wheeler 2003).   Due to the lack of 
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the species’ preferred habitat, and the very rare occurrence of the species in the surrounding 
area, it is unlikely that peregrine falcon would occur on-site during the winter.   

There were no State Endangered short-eared owls observed during the 2008 winter surveys in 
the project area; however, they have been detected at multiple locations in the surrounding 
area, and there is potential habitat available within the project area.  During the winter, short-
eared owls are communal and typically occur in open, shrubby areas adjacent to woodlots.  In 
the winter, the owls occasionally roost in trees.  Their wintering grounds may overlap with their 
breeding grounds depending on food abundance.  Winter foraging may take place mainly during 
crepuscular periods (Wiggins 2006).  The species has been declining throughout its range, 
primarily due to loss and conversion of suitable grassland habitat, and the population within the 
U.S. and Canada is estimated to be approximately 710,000 individuals (Rich et al. 2004).  As a 
species, abundance and distribution is variable among years, and suitable habitat does exist in 
the project area (specifically the abandoned fields adjacent to woodlots on Nesbitt and Krotz 
Roads); therefore, there is a potential that the species could occur on-site during the winter.  
The abundance and distribution of the species in the area fluctuates annually.   

There were two State Special Concern species observed including one Cooper’s hawk and one 
sharp-shinned hawk.  In the winter, sharp-shinned hawks are found in semi-open as well as 
densely wooded areas.  They regularly occur in rural and urban areas with sparse tree growth 
(Wheeler 2003).  Sharp-shinned hawks are one of the most common North American raptors, 
and, although its population is unknown, it is believed to be stable (Wheeler 2003).  The 
southeastern U.S. has a higher density of wintering sharp-shinned hawks.  In the winter, 
Cooper’s hawks regularly occur in rural and urban semi-open areas with sparse tree growth 
(Wheeler 2003).  It is considered uncommon in the East and although its population is unknown, 
it is also thought to be stable and likely increasing (Wheeler 2003).   

Although there were no species of owl detected on-site during the surveys, there are six species 
that have been detected in the surrounding area.  Although snowy owl and short-eared owl are 
known to be active during crepuscular periods, other common owl species including barred owl, 
great horned owl, northern saw-whet owl, and eastern screech-owl are generally more active at 
night.  As they are elusive during the day, they would be very difficult to detect during 
crepuscular and daytime surveys.  As woodlot habitats are available on-site, it is likely that the 
more common and widely distributed species of owl do occur on-site.  Snowy owl is not a state-
listed species, although it is uncommon in the region.  There was one individual detected during 
one Audubon CBC at Beaver Meadow in 1997. 

A single grassland songbird species of State Special Concern, horned lark, was observed in two 
locations within the project area during the 2008 winter surveys.  Horned lark are widely 
distributed in North American; however, their population has declined significantly in the 
northeast over the past 25 years due to changes in human land use practices (Beason 1995). 

5.0 Summary and Conclusions 
The purpose of the 2008 winter raptor surveys was to determine the presence or absence of 
State-listed raptor and owl species including bald eagle, short-eared owl, and northern harrier, 
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and to determine the species composition of wintering raptors and owls in the within the project 
area of the SCWF.  There were 6 different species of raptor and no owl species observed on-
site during the 2008 surveys; however, given that the surveys were limited to crepuscular and 
daytime periods and the elusive nature of the common owl species in the area during the day, it 
is likely that common owl species went undetected.  Among the songbird species that were 
incidentally observed during the 2008 surveys, one State Special Concern species, horned lark, 
was observed in two locations within the project area. 

There was one State Threatened species observed, northern harrier, and no State Endangered 
species detected.  There were two State Special Concern species, Cooper’s hawk and sharp-
shinned hawk, observed within the project area.  The majority of observations of raptors 
consisted of species that are common to the region in the winter.  The severity of the winter and 
the availability of food dictate the annual distribution and densities of raptors in the region.   
Therefore, the abundance and distribution of raptor species known to occur in the area that 
were present or not present in the project area during the 2008 surveys is likely variable among 
years. 
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