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Introduction

by Patrick Comins and Milan G. Bull

Birders can help promote the improvement of urban habitats.
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More than 3.5 
million residents 
call our small 

state home, making 
it the fourth most 
densely populated 
state in the country. 
Yet Connecticut still 
offers abundant, high 
quality habitat for birds 
and other wildlife, 
and more than 400 
species of birds have 
been recorded with its 
boundaries. There are 
large, unfragmented 
forest blocks, functional 
grasslands, floodplains, 
and critically important rivers, marshes, 
beaches, and islands. Long Island Sound itself is 
remarkably important to a wide variety of nesting, 
wintering, and migrating birds.   

Just as our quality of life is enhanced by the 
presence of these habitats, the health of these 
natural areas is linked to the ecological health 
of state’s cities and suburbs. Because of this 
juxtaposition of wildlife and humans, Connecticut 
has the highest percentage of what is known as 
urban/wildlife interface—areas where high quality 
wildlife habitat is intermixed with developed 
areas—in the U.S. Our actions and how we 
manage the landscape has an impact on these 
habitats more than they otherwise would in more 
remote or highly urbanized areas.   

We are also geographically situated so that 
Connecticut is an important jumping off point for 
large numbers of migrating birds, on their spring 
and fall journeys. Not only are our yards, parks 
and communities close to important habitats, 
they are important habitats themselves, critical 
rest stops on the river of birds that traverses 
the Atlantic flyway. New technology shows us 

that birds are in fact much closer to us than 
we ever thought. Tracking devices such as 
Motus transmitters and their growing network of 
receivers reveal millions of birds passing over 
our cities and towns during every migration 
cycle, and many of these migrants use urban and 
suburban open spaces to rest and recover before 
continuing their flight.  

Much is said about the need to protect the 
boreal forest “bird factories” and the important 
wintering areas in the tropics, but research has 
shown that migration itself may be a limiting 
factor for the survival of many of our birds. 
We have a local responsibility to increase and 
support important stopover sites in our cities and 
suburbs. It is a true opportunity to think globally 
and act locally.  

Our recommendations and the action 
Connecticut Audubon will take are below. Anything 
we might suggest to help improve Connecticut 
for migratory and year-round birds will, of course, 
take increased resources. Our first and most 
important recommendation relates to funding for 
conservation work.

Connecticut: Where People and Wildlife Meet
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A dripping faucet attracts a Yellow-rumped Warbler, a common migrant throughout 
the state.
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Recommendations and Actions
Pass the Recovering America’s Wildlife Act.
This bill, introduced in Congress for each of 
the last several years, would direct some $1.3 
billion of existing revenue annually to state-led 
wildlife conservation efforts, allowing states 
like Connecticut to more fully implement their 
Congressionally-mandated Wildlife Action 
Plans. The funding would come from a small 
portion of the royalties that energy companies 
pay the federal government to drill and mine on 
publicly-owned lands and waters. Connecticut 
would receive about $12.6 million annually from 
the fund—an almost 10-fold increase in what it 
spends on the plan now. Connecticut’s wildlife 
would benefit proportionally.

Create more high quality migratory stopover 
sites throughout the state. 
Connecticut’s municipal parks departments, 

conservation organizations such as land trusts, 
and garden clubs have a great opportunity to 
improve habitat for birds, pollinators and other 
wildlife. Good models are not hard to find and 
include sanctuaries like Cove Island Wildlife 
Sanctuary and H. Smith Richardson Wildlife 
Preserve, as described in this report, and the 
Audubon Center at Bent of River in Southbury. 
Sites should have high concentrations of 
native plants that provide nectar and berries, 
and a varied structure that encompasses 
grasses, shrubs and vines, and trees of 
various sizes. Prime locations for these sites 
are the cities of Hartford and Waterbury, and 
coastal areas in eastern Connecticut, which 
radar shows to have a high potential for 
migrating birds.

Expand the National Wildlife Refuge 
Partnership program to Hartford. 
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has 
successfully carried out this program in New 
Haven, as described in this report. The service 
should look for an opportunity to bring the 
program to Hartford as well.

Expand the network of Motus receivers to 
better understand the timing and migratory 
routes of birds. 
Connecticut Audubon will move forward with 
support and implementation of Motus projects 
in the state, specifically in Sherman and an 
additional location in the Housatonic watershed, 
and provide reports and commentary on tagged 
birds that are identified by these receivers. 
We will investigate the possibilities of funding 
to incorporate the placement of nanotag 
transmitters on migrant land birds as part of our 
banding efforts in Pomfret and Fairfield. 

Increase shorebird conservation efforts to 
help the public share the shore with nesting 
and migrating birds along the coast of 
Connecticut. 

Connecticut Audubon will 
continue in its role in the 
Audubon Alliance for Coastal 
Waterbirds bird stewardship 
efforts by providing at least 
two seasonal technicians to 
monitor and protect vulnerable 
beach-nesting birds such as 
Least Terns, Piping Plovers and 
American Oystercatchers, and 
to help increase awareness 
of the impacts of disturbance 
to congregating migratory 
shorebird flocks.

Create demonstration 
areas for best management 
practices for nesting and 
migrating birds. 
Connecticut Audubon will 
leverage its experience in 
restoring habitats such as 
young forests, pollinator 
meadows, and coastal forests 
on its own properties by 
providing information and 
technical advice to private and 
public individuals and agencies.  

Improve private lands. 
Connecticut Audubon will 
help homeowners and other 
landowners by providing 
information to improve their 
properties to benefit migrating 
birds and other wildlife.

Support the development of 
suburban greenways. 
Connections between protected green 
spaces and private lands that are managed 
to minimize the impact of the developed 
landscape on the habitats of the protected 
landscapes are essential to wildlife of all kinds. 
Connecticut Audubon will work with partners 
seeking to establish habitat corridors by 
providing our expertise in habitat management 

towards efforts to link private and public lands. 
Happy birding!  

Milan Bull is the Connecticut Audubon 
Society’s senior director of science and 
conservation.

Patrick Comins is executive director of the 
Connecticut Audubon Society.

	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *Urban Oases: Where the government and community partners 
come together to promote 	conservation.
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Birds are Important to People, 
People are Important to Birds

by Rob Klee, Ph.D.
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Connecticut’s urban areas are 
wonderful centers of eco-
nomic activity, vibrant art, 

and cultural activities, as well as 
reflections of our history. They also 
have another, often overlooked 
value: they are home to an amaz-
ing array of wildlife and provide 
the habitats they rely on. A recent 
Connecticut Bioblitz—a species 
scavenger hunt of sorts by vol-
unteer scientists—identified over 
2,760 species of animals, plants, 
fungi, and microorganisms, all 

within about five and a half miles 
of downtown Hartford and East 
Hartford. From butterflies to Bob-
olinks and even to black bears, our 
urban areas are home to far more 
wildlife than most residents real-
ize. Urban habitats and the man-
made features they include were 
identified as important to wildlife 
in Connecticut’s Wildlife Action 
Plan. 

Our urban areas are extremely 
important for migratory birds. 
Connecticut’s unique combina-

tion of coastline, ridgelines, and 
river valleys, all near urban areas, 
serve as a transportation super-
highway during migration. These 
areas also provide critical migra-
tory stopover habitat that allows 
birds to pause and refuel during 
these long-distance journeys. Our 
river valleys are especially impor-
tant during spring migration. The 
trees and shrubs along our rivers 
begin to bud and leaf out much 
earlier than those farther inland 
and thus provide both an abun-

dance of insects and shelter from 
the elements for returning mi-
grants such as Canada and Chest-
nut-sided Warblers.

During fall migration, our 
coastline often steals the show. 
The greater New Haven area is 
a perfect example. Flocks of rap-
tors pass over Lighthouse Point 
in waves and are often joined by 
smaller birds flying at heights that 
can make them hard to identify. 
Shorebirds such as Semipalmated 
Sandpipers and Dunlins decorate 
the beaches in a frenzied stop to 
eat as much as possible before re-
suming their southward journey. 
Rafts of waterfowl begin to appear 
in coastal marshes and coves, some 
lingering through the winter. More 
amazing to most people is that this 
spectacle unfolds in the shadow of 
skyscrapers, with a backdrop of 
highways, cars, trucks, airplanes, 
boats, trains, and people.

Our urban areas are also plac-
es to celebrate some of our most 
amazing conservation success 
stories. The iconic Osprey, once al-
most gone from our state, is now 
abundant and can be seen in many 

of our urban areas from Norwalk 
harbor to Naugatuck and from 
Greenwich to Groton. 

Once a federally endangered 
species, Peregrine Falcons have 
thrived in urban landscapes. As 
their populations slowly rebound-
ed following the ban of DDT, these 
amazing birds discovered that 
skyscrapers and bridges served 
as a good substitute for tall cliff 
faces, and they began using these 
man-made structures for nesting. 
When Peregrine Falcons returned 
to breed in our state, the Travelers 
Tower in downtown Hartford was 
the first nesting site they selected. 
Today, they make good use of the 
urban landscape, using bridges, 
rooftops, and utility structures, as 
well as natural cliff faces in urban 
areas for nesting. 

The Bald Eagle is yet another 
success story with urban connec-
tions. As our population state-
wide has expanded, several pairs 
adapted to being city birds, much 
to the amazement and delight of 
local residents. What all of these 
examples share is their ability to 
reconnect urban residents with the 

natural world. Being able to wit-
ness the majesty of a Bald Eagle 
perched regally in a tree or the 
high-speed flight of a peregrine af-
ter its dinner creates a memorable 
moment. 

Those experiences not only 
help foster a greater appreciation 
for urban wildlife and for con-
servation, they are critical for our 
health.  Many studies have shown 
it helps lower blood pressure and 
reduce stress, allows us to con-
centrate more effectively, and im-
proves our overall mental health, 
all of which combine to help keep 
us healthier overall. The benefits 
are even greater for children. Kids 
who spend time outdoors are bet-
ter able to finish assignments, 
think critically, and to follow in-
structions, and they are often more 
physically fit, which directly im-
pacts their health as adults.

Urban wildlife present a unique 
opportunity to simultaneously 
provide economic, human health, 
and conservation benefits. Wild-
life viewing is a rapidly growing 
activity that generates hundreds 
of millions of dollars for the Con-

Nesting Red-tailed Hawks have recently adapted to city life.

Birders can find urban parks rewarding locations, especially during migration.
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conservation. 
Many other opportunities in 

urban areas can achieve these ben-
efits. Creating pollinator habitats 
on balconies or in community gar-
dens can help native pollinators 
and monarch butterflies. Establish-
ing natural habitat patches in city 
parks or along urban greenways 
can enhance habitat for birds, but-
terflies, small mammals, and even 
frogs and snakes. 

Opportunities for conservation 
and for connecting the community 
with nature can also come from 
looking at parts of the urban land-
scape in new ways. The Hartford 
landfill is an excellent example. 
The open, grassed expanse of the 

landfill currently provides habitat 
for several state-listed bird species. 
Grasshopper Sparrows and Bobo-
links nest there. American Kestrels 
have been seen hunting the area. 
Bald Eagles nested in the tree line 
along the landfill for many years, 
and despite shifting their nesting 
activities in recent years across the 
river, they continue to use the area 
as part of their territory. Many pos-
sibilities exist to expand the habi-
tat enhancements at the landfill, 
including plantings for pollina-
tors, nest boxes for cavity-dwell-
ers such as the Tree Swallow, and 
more. 

Urban areas and their diverse 
array of wildlife are one of Con-
necticut’s best-kept secrets. They 

are also fragile ecosystems that 
need to be recognized, supported, 
and maintained. Devoting our at-
tention to this effort is a wise in-
vestment. It helps our economy, it 
helps our health, it helps connect 
people with nature, and it helps 
ensure that the amazing diversity 
of wildlife in Connecticut remains 
part of our natural heritage for 
many years to come.

Rob Klee Ph.D., is the 
commissioner of the Connecticut 
Department of Energy and 
Environmental Protection.

	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *

Urban beaches attract a multitude of 
birds and watchers.
PHOTO BY JULIAN HOUGH
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wildlife in your backyard or the 
neighborhood park is a great way 
to learn more. Urban areas can 
serve as gateways to introduce 
wildlife viewing to people who 
may not have spent much time 
in nature. Citizen science projects 
such as Osprey Nation, a popula-
tion-monitoring project created by 
the Connecticut Audubon Society 
and the Department of Energy 
and Environmental Protection, 
engage anyone with a willingness 
to watch an Osprey platform in 
the collection of population data. 
As a large, easily identifiable bird 
in accessible and often urbanized 
habitats, it serves as an ideal avian 
ambassador to welcome people to 
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New Technology Shows that Birds 
are Closer to Us than We Probably 
Thought

by Scott Weidensaul

8 9

Possibly one or more of these Common Terns is carrying a nanotag, allowing scientists to track its movement across the hemisphere.
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As darkness sweeps across Connecticut on 
an autumn evening, the sky is alive with 
movement and sound, although few of the 

humans below are aware of it. Insulated within 
their homes and cars, few realize that literally mil-
lions of birds may be passing over the state dur-
ing a single night at the peak of migration—a flow 
that will reverse in a few months when those same 
migrants return from the tropics in spring.

At night, these multitudes own the sky, but 
when daylight comes, the weary birds need a 
place to rest and refuel—a safe haven with food, 
water, and shelter from predators. Some may be 
glimpsed by birders, but for the most part this 
great seasonal movement takes place outside the 
view—and despite decades of research, largely 
outside the understanding—of people. Studying 
migration is hard, and so is identifying the places 
on which migrants depend for their survival.

To understand migration, we must track the 
migrants. Researchers have for decades used 
transmitters that communicate with orbiting sat-
ellites, providing pinpoint locations, but this pro-
cess has serious drawbacks. One is cost: a single 
satellite-tag unit usually costs about $5,000, with 
thousands of dollars in additional annual fees for 
satellite time. Even worse, they are bulky. Because 
scientists generally must limit any tag to no more 
than three or four percent of a bird’s body weight, 
even the lightest satellite transmitter is too heavy 
for any bird smaller than, say, a mourning dove. 
That leaves hundreds of species just in eastern 
North America alone that are too small to track 
easily across great distances or long periods of 
time.

Scentists can use data-loggers, like light-sen-
sitive geolocators, which are tiny enough but do 
not transmit their data; instead, the researcher 
must recapture the bird months or years later and 
download the data. That can be akin to finding a 
needle in a haystack.

Enter the Motus Wildlife Tracking System, 
named for the Latin word for movement. Spear-
headed by Bird Studies Canada and launched in 
2014, it combines inexpensive, highly miniatur-

A Kirtland’s Warbler fitted with a nanotag. 

ized radio transmitters known as nanotags (some of 
which are small enough for a butterfly or dragonfly) 
with a rapidly expanding network of automated re-
ceiver stations, each of which can be built for a few 
thousand dollars with off-the-shelf parts. The result 
is a system that finally allows scientists to follow the 
hemispheric movements of birds, bats, and migra-
tory insects that were until recently too small to track 
with any efficiency.

There are now hundreds of Motus receiver sta-
tions from the Canadian Arctic to southern South 
America, with more popping up all over the world. 
The Connecticut Audubon Society recently erected  
one at Deer Pond Farm in Sherman and is planning 
another nearby. The genius of the Motus network 
isn’t just that the tags and receivers are relatively 
cheap; it’s also that all the tags broadcast on the same 
frequency, to which all the towers are tuned, so that 
any tag, on any organism, can be picked up by any 
station. The receiver records the time, strength, and 
direction of the signal. Each tag transmits a unique 
coded pulse that identifies the bird that’s carrying it 
as, say, a Red-eyed Vireo tagged in the upper Con-
necticut River Valley, or a White-rumped Sandpiper 
tagged on James Bay. Each station covers about a 20-
mile diameter, and receivers are often sited to pro-
vide overlapping coverage, especially in migratory 
hotspots.

A nanotag would identify this Gray-cheeked Thrush anytime it 
passed within range of a receiver.  
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Motus is an incredibly collaborative approach to 
science. Many of the receiver sites are maintained by 
scientists working with a specific creature or a local 
research project—monitoring the survival of Clap-
per Rails along the Connecticut coast, for instance, 
or tracking the hunting flights of Common Terns 
near their nesting colony. But because those receiv-
ers are constantly listening for any other tags, they 
capture data from any passing nanotagged animal, 
helping researchers who may be working thousands 

Millions of songbirds pass unseen overhead at night during migration.
PHOTOS AND COMPOSITE DESIGN BY JULIAN HOUGH

The Motus receiver resembles the old fashioned TV antenna.

have been banded on their Colombian wintering 
grounds—yet only six were ever encountered again, 
a poor return by any measure. By contrast, in 2015, 14 
of 36 Gray-cheeked Thrushes fitted with nanotags in 
Colombia were tracked as they moved across North 
America, including one bird that traveled more than 
2,000 miles, from South America to Indiana, in just 
3.3 days.

A nanotag ready to be attached.

Wood, and Gray-cheeked thrushes in just the first 
months), we were surprised to get hits from many 
migratory shorebirds like Whimbrels, Red Knots, 
and Semipalmated Sandpipers that are rarely if ever 
seen in most of the state, even though they regu-
larly migrate over it. In our first year of operation, 
we detected hundreds of birds and bats of dozens of 
species, from southbound shorebirds tagged in the 
Arctic, to Purple Martins from colonies in the Great 
Lakes, to thrushes fitted with nanotags in the jungles 
of South America.

At first, Motus was primarily a Northeastern 
coastal network, with the best coverage in southern 
Ontario, the eastern Great Lakes, and along the Atlan-
tic coast from New Brunswick to Massachusetts. But 
in the past several years, hundreds of new sites have 
joined the network, especially in migratory choke-
points like the Gulf of Mexico, the Isthmus of Pana-
ma, and the northern edge of South America. Where 
scientists once had to band perhaps thousands of in-
dividuals of a single species over many years, hop-
ing to get a handful of band recoveries and slowly 
build a picture of migration, Motus can now provide 
incredibly detailed information on routes, timing, 
and migration speed. Since 1963, for instance, more 
than 3,100 Swainson’s and Gray-cheeked thrushes 

The receivers at Deer Pond Farm 
will be a significant boost to the 
entire network.

Motus helps conservationists 
identify places migratory birds need 
to rest and refuel.

In just a few years, Motus has generated hundreds 
of millions of detections on thousands of birds, bats, 
and insects, sometimes on a second-by-second basis. 
But Motus does more than expand our academic un-
derstanding of migration; it is helping conservation-
ists identify the critical places that birds and other 
migratory animals need to rest and refuel along the 
way. For example, it showed researchers previously 
unknown staging areas for Rusty Blackbirds—one 
of the most seriously declining species in North 
America—and revealed that Bank Swallows use 
separate roost sites many miles from their nesting 
colonies during the breeding season. Combined with 
new technologies like the use of Doppler radar and 
acoustic monitoring of nocturnal flight calls, which 
allow scientists to model the numbers and diversity 
of birds migrating at night, Motus is fleshing out the 
picture of migration so we can make smart decisions 
about where to spend scarce conservation dollars on 
land protection.

Finally, Motus is proving to be a powerful tool 
for education, which is why an increasing number of 
schools are incorporating Motus receivers to spark 
their students’ interest in science and technology, and 
why nature centers and refuges are using them to 
show visitors the true scope of migration at their sites, 
since much of that migration takes place at night.

Connecticut Audubon recognizes the potential of 
the Motus network. The two receivers in and near 
Deer Pond Farm will prove to be important not only 
to better understand and conserve Connecticut’s 
breeding birds and bats, but as a significant boost to 
the entire network—and with it, a better and more 
effective approach to preserving migrants for gen-
erations to come.

Scott Weidensaul is the author of Living on the 
Wind: Across the Hemisphere with Migratory Birds 
and co-founder of Project SNOWstorm. 

	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *
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of miles away, and with species rarely detected in 
that region. And when those rails and terns migrate, 
they are tracked by other, more distant stations in 
the network.

In 2017, for instance, my colleagues and I in the 
Northeast Motus Collaboration (northeastmotus.
com) installed a line of more than 20 receiver sites 
across Pennsylvania, from Lake Erie to near Phila-
delphia. While we detected many of the species 
we expected (including more than 75 Swainson’s, 

10 11
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Birdcraft: 
A migration magnet surrounded by tarmac 
and concrete

by Kathleen Van Der Aue 

Before Mabel Osgood Wright founded the Con-
necticut Audubon Society’s Birdcraft Sanctuary 

in 1914 she was offered a choice of two locations in 
Fairfield, one a large pastoral site several miles from 
the center of town and the other a smaller site near 
the town center, within a short walk of the railroad 
station and the Boston Post Road. 

Mabel was a visionary in the conservation move-
ment, with a passion for educating the public about 
birds, so she chose the more urban site because it 
would make the sanctuary more accessible to foot 
and train travelers. Visionary though she was, 
probably even she could not have anticipated how 
this little refuge has become surrounded by human 
encroachment, now bordered by three schools, I-95, 
and a highway rest area. The building of I-95 in 1954 
took half the sanctuary, leaving little more than five 
acres for wildlife.

One may well think the place is too small to be of 
any use for birds, but this couldn’t be further from 
the truth. The very fact of its location, surrounded by 
tarmac and concrete, makes it a migration magnet. 
I saw this myself when I flew over it once in a small 
airplane and saw a tiny patch of green with a pond, 
cars whizzing by on I-95 on one side and the schools 
and train tracks on the other. It is easy to imagine 
the attraction for an exhausted bird, having flown all 
night and looking at first light for a place of safety 
with food and shelter for the day. 

Since the 1970s we have documented the spring 
and fall migrations at our Birdcraft banding station. 
We’ve banded over 34,000 birds of more than 135 
species. Each spring the sanctuary fills with color 
and song as eager migrants rest and refresh on their 
way north to breed. In the fall they return, quieter 
and less colorful but just as much in need of food 

and rest as they head south. Almost equally numer-
ous are the birders, who have learned that it’s not 
unusual to see and hear 15 to 20 species of warblers 
at Birdcraft in one day.

We get our rarities from time to time, but it seems 
the sanctuary is most important in the fall for young 
birds on their first migration. Eighty-two percent of 
the birds banded in the fall of 2017 were hatch-year 
birds. For the 10 most common species we banded 
in fall 2017, here are the percentages of hatch-year 
birds (courtesy of Darlene Moore, a member of the 
Birdcraft banding team): White-throated Sparrow, 
73%; Gray Catbird, 93%; American Robin, 100%; 
Eastern Phoebe, 100%; Northern Waterthrush, 62%; 
Common Yellowthroat, 81%; Hermit Thrush, 100%; 
American Redstart, 70%; Song Sparrow, 89%; and 
Ruby-crowned Kinglet, 71%. 

We also document the nesting birds who call 
the sanctuary home. Though small in area, Bird-
craft hosts dozens of nesting species. In spring 
2018 we recaptured a returning catbird bearing a 
band that I had put on more than 12 years earlier, 
likely returning each year to a site where it has 
found nesting success. Our favorites are a pair of 
Downy Woodpeckers, male and female, captured 
together in the net. We saw they wore old bands 
with consecutive band numbers, indicating that 
they had been banded together.  We consulted our 
records and found they had been adult birds when 
we banded them three years earlier, giving “site 
fidelity” a new meaning.

Kathleen Van Der Aue is chair of the Connecticut 
Audubon Society.

	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *

CITY BIRDS

Birdcraft Sanctuary in Fairfield is surrounded by urban development.

More than 34,000 birds of 15-plus specis have been banded at 
Birdcraft.

A Canada Warbler, one of many stopover migrants at Birdcraft.
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The sanctuary is most important in fall for young birds on their 
first migration.
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Migration is the most difficult and dangerous 
period in the lives of migratory birds, with 
as many as 80 percent perishing somewhere 

along the thousands of miles that often separate 
breeding and wintering grounds. Successful journeys 
not only require incredible navigation abilities and 
a level of physical endurance that is almost unpar-
alleled in the animal kingdom, but birds must also 
cope with many great unknowns in the air and on the 
ground. What is the weather like ahead? Where can 
I stop to eat and sleep? How many other birds will 
I have to compete with there? How many predators 
will I have to evade? This is what the migratory birds 
that represent so much of the avifauna of Connecticut 
are up against twice a year, every year of their life.

Because the breeding and wintering grounds of 
most species are too far apart to reach in a single 
flight, stopover sites in which birds can feed and rest 
are critical. A typical migratory songbird will cover 
200 miles or more over the course of a night, choose 
somewhere to land as sunrise approaches, and recov-
er there for one or more days before repeating that 
process again and again until it finally reaches its des-
tination. The primary objective of birds during stop-
overs is to eat voraciously in order to rapidly replen-
ish the fuel supply that powered the previous flight 
and will power the upcoming one. The mix of fat and 
lean tissue that birds accumulate during a single stop-

Urban Green Spaces Provide Rest 
and Fuel for Migrating Birds
by Chad Seewagen, Ph.D.

over can easily represent 15 percent of their total body 
weight. That’s equivalent to an average-size human-
gaining 30 pounds in just a few days. Food availabili-
ty is therefore what largely determines how quickly a 
bird can depart each stopover site and, eventually, its 
arrival date and physical condition upon reaching the 
breeding or wintering grounds. These things can then 
affect the following phase of the bird’s life-cycle even 
if it manages to survive the trip and arrive in good 
health. For instance, the amount of body fat with 
which a female American Redstart reaches her nest-
ing grounds and the date on which she arrives there 
will affect the number of eggs she lays, the size of her 
nestlings, and ultimately the number of offspring she 
will contribute to the population.

Widespread habitat loss and degradation through-
out the United States have reduced the amount and 
quality of stopover habitat available to Nearctic-Neo-
tropical migrants, and many scientists believe this 
has contributed to population declines in several spe-
cies. Much of this loss and degradation is attributable 
to urbanization and urban sprawl. The largest met-
ropolitan areas in the country are concentrated along 
its coasts, and so are the migration paths of many 
bird species—often referred to as the Atlantic and 
Pacific Flyways. On our side of the country, concrete 
rivals greenery up and down the eastern seaboard, 
from Boston to Miami. As a result, each spring and 

fall, urban parks can be found packed 
with migrating birds that managed to 
find that small oasis within an other-
wise inhospitable landscape. This phe-
nomenon has brought many city parks 
around the country, such as New York 
City’s Central Park and Washington 
D.C.’s Rock Creek Park, recognition 
as premier birding destinations. Here 
in Connecticut, city parks like New 
Haven’s East Rock Park are also well-
known hotspots to which birders flock 
during migration. 

What’s great for birders is 
not necessarily great for 
birds

I grew up in Manhattan before ven-
turing off to college in western Mas-
sachusetts, where it wasn’t until my 
senior year ornithology class that I 
became captivated by birds. Upon re-
turning home, I quickly discovered 
that Central Park, my childhood play-
ground, conveniently offered some 
of the best birding in the world. How 
fortunate! Birding there was almost too 
easy. You barely had to move your feet 
to rack up 50 species; you could just 
settle in somewhere and let this amaz-
ing richness of birds surround you. 
But it didn’t take long before I began 
to think about it from the birds’ side of 
things. The fact that they have to cram 
into these small parks sure is great for 
us birders, but is there really any way 
it could be good for the birds? Rather 
than the oasis for migrating birds that 

Big city parks can be fantastic birding locations.
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fare well. To the contrary, we found that they often 
remained in the city parks for multiple days, refueled 
rapidly, and exhibited movement patterns that were 
characteristic of birds in non-urban stopover sites. In 
the time since, similar studies have been conducted 
in Dearborn, Michigan, and Columbus, Ohio, and 
there too the birds gained mass at adequate rates and 
demonstrated movement behaviors and stopover 
durations that were in line with those of birds of the 
same species in non-urban habitats. Of course, urban 
habitats vary widely with regard to size, vegetation 
composition, and other factors that likely determine 
their quality as stopover sites, and so what has been 
found by these few studies cannot be generalized to 
all cities or all urban parks. Nonetheless, we at least 
now know that there is the potential for migrating 
birds to find what they need right in the middle of a 
big metropolitan area.

Urban parks matter
All of these findings are encouraging from a con-

servation standpoint as they demonstrate that small 
and highly disturbed habitats that may otherwise be 
of little significance to wildlife have the potential to 
be valuable stopover sites for migrating birds. Urban 
habitats seem to be thrown by the wayside in bird 
conservation planning, possibly because of their in-
ability to support large and diverse populations of 
breeding birds. By serving as stopover sites, however, 

it is often touted as, is Central Park (and other city 
parks like it) really just a mirage? 

There is a wonderful review paper by James Bat-
tin in the journal Conservation Biology, called “When 
good animals love bad habitats: ecological traps and 
the conservation of animal populations.” The title 
says it all. The mere fact that animals occur some-
where in great abundance does not necessarily mean 
that is a good place for them to be. Along those lines, 
the presence of lots of migrating birds in an urban 
park shouldn’t be taken to indicate high quality or 
even suitable stopover habitat. Instead, that park may 
simply be the best of a bunch of bad options (surely 
any green space is better than a street or rooftop).

Urban forests are typically small, fragmented, and 
isolated within a sea of development. They are often 
dominated by non-native plants; subjected to extreme 
levels of human disturbance; polluted by contami-
nants, light, and noise; and managed with a focus on 
aesthetic appearance and recreation over wildlife. It 
follows that most urban habitats support low levels 
of biodiversity, including depauperate breeding bird 
communities. Even so, is there still a chance that they 
at least provide suitable stopover habitat to birds for 
just those few weeks of the year? In the early 2000s 
when I began thinking about this, I was greatly sur-
prised to find that nobody in the world had yet to an-
swer this question. There were simply no published 
studies on the quality of urban habitats as stopover 
sites. And so began my graduate research for the next 
seven years.

What the science says
The best indicator of stopover habitat quality is 

the birds’ “refueling rate.” This is simply the rate at 
which birds are able to gain body mass during their 
stay, and it is largely a function of food abundance, 
competition, and predation risk at the site. The faster 
birds can refuel, the less time they have to waste at 
stopover sites and the earlier they can arrive at their 
breeding or wintering grounds, which confers ben-
efits (the early bird does indeed get the worm).  If you 
want to evaluate the quality of an urban habitat as 
a stopover site, measuring the refueling rates of the 
birds is a great place to start. To do this, my brother 
Eric and I started a banding station along the Bronx 
River, on the grounds of the Bronx Zoo in the spring 
of 2004 while I was a research intern in the zoo’s Or-
nithology Department and a new master’s student at 
Columbia University. We captured migrating song-
birds there every spring and fall for the next three 
years. We weighed and measured them, and visually 
assessed how fat they were by using a common scor-
ing system. With those very simple and basic data 
we were able to determine that even in the middle 
of America’s largest city, the birds were nice and fat 

and gaining body mass at rates that were comparable 
to or higher than what was in the literature for those 
same species at non-urban stopover sites. How cool 
is that? This was quite an unexpected yet encourag-
ing finding and the first empirical evidence that ur-
ban parks can in fact provide high quality stopover 
habitat for migrating birds. For my doctoral work 
with Dr. Christopher Guglielmo at the University of 
Western Ontario, we then expanded our efforts to 
additional New York City parks and simultaneously 
studied birds at two non-urban parks in Westchester 
County, New York, for direct comparison. We also 
used a slightly more sophisticated technique to as-
sess refueling rates, which involved measuring lev-
els of triglyceride in the birds’ blood. Perhaps you’ve 
had your physician warn you about the dangers of 
high triglyceride levels, but if you’re a migrating bird, 
the higher the better. Once again, we found the city 
birds to be refueling just as well as or better than their 
counterparts outside of the city.

We also wanted to know how long birds remain 
in the city before continuing onwards and what their 
movement patterns within the parks are like—some 
additional indications of how well a stopover site 
meets a bird’s needs. So we attached tiny radio-trans-
mitters to the backs of Ovenbirds in Brooklyn’s Pros-
pect Park and followed them around from sunrise 
to sunset, every day until they departed. What we 
found was that the Ovenbirds really seemed to like 
their temporary home. They stayed anywhere from 
one to 10 days in the spring and one to 14 days in 
the fall, averaging three days in both seasons—very 
typical for a songbird. Interestingly, we also observed 
that their movement patterns within the site were 
similar in many ways to those of birds studied in less 
disturbed, non-urban forests. Specifically, the Oven-
birds exhibited a tendency to explore the park widely 
upon arrival and then either resume migration that 
night or settle in to small, defined areas for the rest 
of their stay. This indicated that birds were able to 
search for, find, and then refuel in suitable patches of 
habitat within the park, and suggested that forest size 
in Prospect Park is more than sufficient to meet the 
area requirements of migrating Ovenbirds (and likely 
many other forest songbirds as well). 

Overall, what our research showed was that mi-
gratory songbirds can exploit urban parks in the 
same fashion as less disturbed forests outside of cit-
ies. Our results did not support speculations by some 
ornithologists that migrating birds use urban habi-
tats very briefly, only out of desperation, and do not 

habitat fragments within cities have the potential to 
be of great importance to migratory birds and help 
facilitate movements of populations on regional and 
continental scales. 

More people live in cities now than ever before 
and urbanization is rapidly advancing around the 
globe. This will further challenge the persistence of 
migratory bird populations on many levels while in-
creasing the importance of maintaining natural areas 
for birds and other wildlife within urban landscapes. 
Although they are usually designated as parks, urban 
habitats are still vulnerable to further degradation 
and even threatened by development for competing 
uses (e.g., sports fields). Advocacy for the protection 
and science-based management of urban habitats is 
continuously needed from the conservation commu-
nity and birders like you. Birders can also be a driv-
ing force in the restoration and improvement of habi-
tat for birds in cities, so if you live in a city or just love 
birds, consider how you might be able to help ensure 
that there are always these stepping stones where mi-
grating birds can pull over to fill up the tank and rest 
before carrying on their long and arduous journeys to 
their distant summer and winter homes.

Chad Seewagen, Ph.D., is the executive director of 
the Great Hollow Nature Preserve & Ecological 
Research Center in New Fairfield. 

	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *

Ovenbirds found good migration habitat in Brooklyn’s Prospect Park.

Do city parks provide suitable 
habitat? Nobody in the world had 
answered that question.
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It’s not just about pigeons and starlings. Connecticut’s urban areas are vital for bird species that 
you might not think would be at home in cities. 
Peregrine Falcons, for example, emerged from near-extinction and now nest in the old Union Station 
clock tower in Waterbury, and on bridges in and around New London. Chimney Swifts rely on chimneys 
in every city for nest sites. Yellow-crowned Night Herons haunt the marshes of Stamford, Norwalk, 
Bridgeport, and New Haven. Wood Thrushes and Baltimore Orioles sing their beautiful songs and 
nest in urban areas throughout. Bald Eagles continue to astonish residents of New Haven, Norwich, 
Norwalk, and Hartford. This map, using breeding data only from the first year of the Connecticut Bird 
Atlas, highlights six urban areas and nine species. The full array of urban avians can be found on the 
beaches, in the parks, and often right downtown in all of Connecticut’s cities. 
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CITY BIRDS
Bird data used to produce this map was provided by the Connecticut Bird Atlas, a joint project 
of the Connecticut birding community led by the Connecticut Department of Energy and 
Environmental Protection and the University of Connecticut. For details see: www.ctbirdatlas.org
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Smith Richardson: 
Wedged into Westport, a preserve for immense 
flocks of migrating songbirds

by Milan G. Bull

Abandoned as a working Christmas tree farm, the 
H. Smith Richardson Wildlife Preserve was do-

nated to the Connecticut Audubon Society in 1982 in 
three parcels: a 24-acre section that is still maintained 
as a Christmas tree farm, a 14-acre piece across the 
road, and a 36-acre parcel southwest of the turnpike. 

The three sections, on Sasco Creek Road, West-
port, are in a heavily developed suburban landscape 
split by the I-95 corridor and Metro-North’s Amtrak 

CITY BIRDS
impassible for visitors but reduced its value for most 
species of birds and other wildlife.

In 2016 we finished a restoration of the 14 acres 
across from the tree farm, transforming it into a 
grassland that quickly became home for Eastern 
Bluebirds, Eastern Kingbirds, and Tree Swallows; 
Bobolinks aren’t nesting there but they have used 
the grassland during migration.

In 2017, with the help of many charitable neigh-
bors and friends and a major grant from the Nation-
al Fish and Wildlife Foundation‘s Long Island Sound 
Futures Fund, the Connecticut Audubon Society 
began an aggressive campaign to restore the 36-acre 
parcel south of the turnpike. 

Throughout the fall and winter of 2017 a colos-
sal effort of people and equipment carried out an 
intense land-clearing. With the invasives and dead 
trees gone, Connecticut Audubon has begun a 
landscape-scale coastal forest restoration, planting 
thousands of native trees and shrubs that are attrac-
tive to both migrant and breeding birds. In addition, 
a two-acre pollinator meadow has been established, 
increasing the biodiversity of this site manifold.

Already the results are being realized. American 
Goldfinches, Red-winged Blackbirds, and Indigo 
Buntings flocked to the site in summer 2018, taking 
advantage of the foxtail and other seed heads, and 
the meadow was a-buzz with bees, butterflies, and 
other important pollinators. By fall the meadow was 
a paradise for sparrows and Bobolinks. The hun-
dreds of pines and spruces will be safe havens for 
wintering songbirds, owls, raptors, and mammals 
as well as nesting sites for a variety of wildlife spe-
cies. Over 100 American hollies, planted in a grove, 
will provide additional food and cover, while native 
shrubs and hardwoods will add diversity and wild-
life benefit to this restored landscape. 

The immense flocks of migrant songbirds, which 
used to pass over this area by night in the spring and 
fall, will now find the preserve an important stop-
over to refuel. 

Additionally, a long-term plan for invasive con-
trol is being developed to ensure that the preserve 
will be a paradise for songbirds and other wildlife 
well into the future. 

This project has now become a model for the 
planning of future sanctuary development and resto-
ration projects for many of Connecticut Audubon’s 
preserves.  

Milan Bull is the Connecticut Audubon Society’s 
senior director of science and conservation.

	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *
Black Cherries are among the thousands of native trees being 
replanted on this site.

Butterflies, like this Question Mark are among the many insects 
benefitting from the restoration.

Bees and wasps are already swarming the pollinator meadows.

The newly-planted native shrublands are providing habitat to 
Eastern Towhees.

Northern Saw-whet Owls pass through the cedar thickets 
during migration.

PA
U

L 
J.

 F
U

SC
O

PA
U

L 
J.

 F
U

SC
O

 (3
)

Abandoned as a tree farm decades ago, the H. Smith Richardson Preserve is undergoing a remarkable transformation as a 
coastal forest.
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Railroad. As a coastal site within a quarter mile of 
Long Island Sound, the preserve is one of the largest 
undeveloped locations in Southwestern Connecticut.

Except for the working tree farm, the other 
parcels became overgrown with massive tangles of 
foreign invasives such as Asiatic bittersweet, por-
celain berry, Japanese honeysuckle, mugwort, and 
other plants. They blanketed and killed many of 
the remaining trees and not only rendered the site 
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Connecting Wildlife and Urban 
Areas: The Story of New Haven

by Chelsi Burns and Shaun Roche

Birders have known for years that the West River 
in New Haven is worth watching. It’s a corri-
dor of tidal flats and brackish estuary, with a la-

goon and marshes, that runs through second growth 
woods from New Haven Harbor to Edgewood Park 
and beyond. Audubon designated 320 acres of the 
corridor, including West  River Memorial Park, an 
Important Bird Area in 2016. About five years ago, the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service designated New Ha-
ven an Urban Wildlife Refuge Partnership and took 
advantage of an opportunity to work with the city, a 
crew of local teenagers, and others to improve a key 
section of the park.

Invasive plants dominated the section of West 
River Memorial Park near the Barnard Nature Cen-
ter. The partnership, which included over 10 partners 
including Audubon Connecticut, began a months-
long survey to find out which insects and birds might 
be there. The fieldwork provided the data to justify a 
plan to get rid of the invasives. 

Then the hard work started. A team of local teen-
agers provided a good part of the labor to clear the 
site, particularly of mugwort (Artemisia), a persis-
tent, tough-leaved plant that birds have little use for. 
Berry- and seed-bearing fruits and trees replaced the 

invasives, creating new food sources and new places 
for birds to find cover. The Yale Peabody Museum 
created interpretive panels to teach visitors about the 
transformation.

Known now as the West River Memorial Park Ur-
ban Oasis Demonstration Site, the restored area is an 
eBird hotspot with a species list that in a bit more than 
two years has reached 48, including good numbers of 
Least Sandpipers, Red-winged Blackbirds, and Com-
mon Grackles.

The country’s 560-plus National Wildlife Refuges 
may be a better-known component of the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service’s activities. But when it comes to 
protecting wildlife and connecting wildlife to people, 
there’s nothing more immediate and direct than its 
urban programs. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s 
Urban Wildlife Refuges, Urban Wildlife Refuge Part-
nerships, and Urban Bird Treaty cities improve wild-
life habitat in cities, often in poorer areas, strength-
ening neighborhood partnerships to plan and carry 
out the improvements. The result is places like West 
River Memorial Park, the Cherry Ann Street Park, 
and almost 25 other urban oases in New Haven.

While the birding and ornithology world has long 
known that cities attract huge numbers of birds dur-

A Peregrine Falcon chases city pigeons among the skyscrapers.
PHOTO BY PAUL J. FUSCO

ing migration—hundreds of species travel along the 
Atlantic Flyway, which runs through the northeast 
megalopolis—they are only now starting to under-
stand just how important urban refuges are for birds. 
Species of conservation concern such as Chimney 
Swifts, Peregrine Falcons, Piping Plovers, and Grass-
hopper Sparrows, to name a few, nest in some of 
Connecticut’s cities. The number of city parks and 

nature sanctuaries in Connecticut that attract thou-
sands of songbirds during migration are too numer-
ous to list but include Cove Island in Stamford; Con-
necticut Audubon’s Birdcraft Sanctuary in Fairfield; 
Lighthouse Point, East Rock, and East Shore Parks in 
New Haven; Cedar Hill Cemetery in Hartford; and 
Bluff Point State Park in Groton. Their role in provid-
ing food to fuel the long migration has only recently 
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Black-crowned Night-Herons hunt urban wetlands under the cover of darkness.

debris, arranged for public water and utility hook-
ups, and ordered the new swing sets, slides, and oth-
er equipment. 

The rest of the partnership focused on the natu-
ral areas, buying plants and readying the ground. A 
new nature trail was established, as well as a pol-
linator area and community vegetable garden. The 
large meadow, which had been overrun with inva-
sive plants, was re-seeded with a mixture of insect-
friendly native flowers and 
grasses. The U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service even built 
a new fishing platform on 
part of the pond, employing 
its summer youth crew to 
do the work. 

Today Cherry Ann Street 
Park is a vastly-improved 
habitat. Songbirds, her-
ons, ducks, and geese are 
common. Butterflies visit 
flowers in the meadow. 
White-tailed deer are not 
unknown. It is also a gather-
ing place for neighbors and 
for students from the nearby 
elementary school and uni-
versity. For anyone famil-
iar with the area it is now 
amazing to see the interac-
tion between folks at King-
Robinson School, Southern 
Connecticut State Univer-
sity, and residents of Cherry 

been documented, as you can read in Chad Seewa-
gen’s article elsewhere in this Connecticut State of the 
Birds report. 

On the other hand, the importance of nature to the 
people who live in cities has long been obvious. There 
are of course hundreds of thousands of acres of pre-
served land in Connecticut, including the Stewart B. 
McKinney National Wildlife Refuge and sections of 
the Silvio O. Conte National Fish and Wildlife Refuge. 
Seventy-three national wildlife refuges are scattered 
throughout the northeast, more than half of them 
close enough to cities to be considered urban refuges. 
Tens of millions of people visit national wildlife ref-
uges each year, but city residents visit them less often. 
Refuge visitors therefore don’t represent all of the fac-
es of America. People of color and urban residents of-
ten enthusiastically support environmental causes at 
the polls, yet there is a racial, economic, and regional 
disparity among those who are able to connect to the 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service’s work on the ground. So 
in addition to their importance for birds, urban ref-
uges can be the places where it’s easiest for many city 
residents to encounter nature, and to learn about and 
participate in conservation. 

The Urban Wildlife Refuge Partnership in New 
Haven has grown to include more than 25 urban oa-
ses like the one at West River. Many are in city parks; 
others are in the schoolyards of public schools. One 
schoolyard project is right across the street from a 
park project: the Barnard Environmental Studies 
School and West River Memorial Park are opposite 

each other on Ella T. Grasso Boulevard. East Shore 
Park features a new pollinator garden and has a bird 
species list of 191.

Often the foundation for the restoration projects 
in both the parks and schoolyards is the replacement 
of turf-grass lawns and non-native plants with flow-
ers, shrubs, and trees that birds and native pollina-
tors prefer. At the schools, teachers and students help 
choose which area of the school grounds to improve, 
and which plants to plant. 

Elsewhere in the city, not far from Southern Con-
necticut State University, the Urban Wildlife Refuge 
Partnership found another great opportunity for a 
transformation. It happened to be part of a city park, 
Beaver Ponds Park, which the city had for years been 
using it as a dump where masses of stumps, branch-
es, and other debris had piled up. Worse still, illegal 
dumping had resulted in plenty of other trash. But 
Cherry Ann Street residents and others in the Ne-
whallville neighborhood wanted that changed. They 
asked the city Alders, the Parks Department, and peo-
ple in the Urban Wildlife Refuge Partnership to help.

Within a few months, plans were drawn up to 
create a new park that would host a combination of 
traditional park facilities, such as playground equip-
ment, and natural areas for wildlife. Major work com-
menced in summer 2015, with the city and the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service bringing in heavy equip-
ment, and Audubon Connecticut, Urban Resources 
Initiative, other partners and community members 
doing a lot of hand work. The City hauled away the 

The West River in New Haven is an Urban Oasis Demonstration Site.
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New Haven boasts more than two dozen “urban oases” designed for birds, 
butterflies, and native plants — and for people.

A fishing pier provides multiple use recreation for the public.

Ann Street. They have always 
worked, lived, and studied 
near each other, but the new 
park has strengthened the hu-
man connections, in addition 
to adding areas for play and 
the enjoyment of nature.  

To judge from eBird, the 
Cherry Ann Street Urban Oa-
sis Demonstration Site has yet 
to catch on with birders. In the 
past two years, only three vis-
its have been recorded. But as 
time passes and the new plant-
ings become better established, 
it will become worth watching, 
especially during migration.

To find a national wildlife 
refuge near you, visit www.
fws.gov/refuges

To learn more about the Ur-
ban Wildlife Conservation Pro-
gram and other national proj-

ects, visit www.fws.gov/urban

Chelsi Burns is urban coordinator for the Northeast 
Region of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in 
Massachusetts. Shaun Roche is the visitor services 
manager at Stewart B. McKinney National Wildlife 
Refuge.

	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *
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In a state like Connecticut, with 
dozens of active, skilled birders, 

one way to get a quick sense of 
which habitats are important for 
birds is to note where the birders 
congregate. It’s not infallible, but 
there are worse places to start. That 
thought occurred to me in Novem-
ber 2010, more than a year before I 
started working for the Connecticut 
Audubon Society, when I drove on 
an unseasonably warm day from 
my home in Westchester County 
to the bird sanctuary within Stam-
ford’s Cove Island Park, hoping to 
see a Fork-tailed Flycatcher that I’d 
heard about via Twitter. 

A man in a car at the entrance 
to the bird sanctuary cheerfully 
told me where the flycatcher was. 
A fellow raking a small garden told 
me the same: right where all those 
people are, he said. I could see them 
across an open area—a line of bird-
ers, each with a scope on a tripod. 
When I reached the group, I easily 
found the flycatcher in my binocu-
lars. A young man and a young 
woman both offered to let me see 
the bird through their scopes. The 
view was great. The bird perched 
maybe 50 yards away, atop a small, 
bare tree, elegantly patterned in 
black, white, and gray. It flew to 
the north and I watched it grab 
an insect. Then it curved around 
and perched in a closer tree and 
everyone got another great look. 
The most noticeable sound was the 
rapid-fire whirr of digital camera 
shutters.

Rare birds can show up any-
where, of course. But birders tend 
to find them in the places they 

Cove Island: 
Formerly a dump, now a place for rest and high 
quality sustenance 

by Tom Andersen

regularly go to look for birds. And 
one of the places they regularly 
look is the bird sanctuary within 
the 83-acre Cove Island Park. For 
decades, the 10 acres was where 
the city of Stamford dumped tree 
stumps; trash found its way there 
as well. Thanks in large part to the 
prodding of three local residents—
David Winston, Patrick Dugan, 
and Michael Moccio—the city saw 
the folly of using a park on Long 
Island Sound as a dump and, with 
a $500,000 state grant, cleaned it up 
and oversaw a habitat restoration 
project that culminated in a ribbon-
cutting in 2006.

Just as the larger park features a 
variety of active recreation ameni-
ties (playing fields; walking, biking, 
and blading paths; skating rink; 
marina, beach and picnic area), 
the sanctuary is remarkable for 
its variety of wildlife amenities 
(that is, habitats). There’s a small 
beach, dunes, and rocks on the 
Sound, and tidal flats on the inlet 
to the east. A meadow was sown 
with grasses to attract seed-loving 
sparrows and other migratory 
songbirds. A new holly grove and 
cedar grove provided food and safe 
roosts during the winter. And there 
are woods, thickets, and a small 
wetland. For birds, all of that offsets 
the reality that the park and sanctu-
ary are squeezed 
into a neighbor-
hood dense with 
single-family and 
two-family houses and small busi-
nesses.

The entire park, with its 
tidal pond and beach on the 

Sound, is an Audubon Important 
Bird Area and has an eBird species 
list of 265. The sanctuary within 
the park boasts a species list of 220. 
As its list attests, it’s a lively place 
year-round. But it really stands out 
as a refuge during migration, when 
birds are looking for rest and high 
quality sustenance within the re-
gion’s urban sprawl. Octobers seem 
to be especially rich. Users of eBird 
have listed 120 species in October 
alone, including Savannah Spar-
row, Swamp Sparrow, Nashville 
Warbler, Vesper Sparrow, LeConte’s 
Sparrow, Lincoln’s Sparrow, Con-
necticut Warbler, White-crowned 
Sparrow, Horned Lark, Fox Spar-
row, Indigo Bunting, and Painted 
Bunting.

The Fork-tailed Flycatcher, a 
November bird up from the Trop-
ics, stayed for a while and hasn’t 
been seen there since. But its stay at 
Cove Island wasn’t a coincidence. 
Migratory birds need safe places to 
rest and feed in urban areas. Cove 
Island was made to be that place.

Tom Andersen is Connecticut 
Audubon’s communications 
director. 

	 *	 *	 *	 *	 *
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Rarities such as this Fork-tailed Flycatcher 
sometimes arrive to delight birders.
PHOTO BY PAUL J. FUSCO
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Where the Beach Meets the Road:
Shorebird Conservation in an 
Increasingly Urbanized State

by Laura Saucier

While natural oceanic pro-
cesses have created the 
dramatic beaches and 

dunes of Cape Cod and the wider, 
flatter beaches of Rhode Island, 
here in Connecticut our beaches 
have been sheltered from those 
processes by Long Island. Hu-
mans, too, have significantly al-
tered Connecticut’s shoreline over 
the years by installing breakwaters 
to dissipate the energy of coastal 
storms, stabilizing tidal creek out-
lets to minimize meandering, ar-
moring shorelines with seawalls 

to protect manmade structures, 
building jetties and groins to al-
ter sand deposition, and placing 
housing developments where 
dunes once existed.  

The result of these natural limi-
tations and manmade alterations 
is that Connecticut’s approxi-
mately 300-miles-long coast only 
has about eighty miles of sandy 
beaches. These thin ribbons of 
habitat support some of our most 
imperiled species, yet they are 
some of the busiest and most ur-
banized areas of our state. All of 

our shorebird habitat occurs close 
to Interstate 95, the main artery of 
vehicular travel in the Northeast.  

The Wildlife Division of the 
Connecticut Department of Ener-
gy and Environmental Protection 
(DEEP) unfortunately does not 
have the resources to manage for 
all species of shorebirds that nest 
here. Instead, since the mid-1980s 
it has focused on managing Piping 
Plover and Least Tern populations. 
Piping Plovers were thought to be 
a common summer breeder along 
the Atlantic coast during much of 
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Hardening the shoreline rarely solves erosion. 
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Stone jetties intercept the movement of sand along the beach and modify the shoreline. Visitors to the beach can unknowingly scare adult plovers away from their nests or nestlings.

the 19th century, until populations 
crashed from unregulated hunt-
ing for the millinery trade. With 
the passage of the Migratory Bird 
Treaty Act of 1918, populations 
began to recover, but during the 
1950s increased human develop-

ment and recreational use of sandy 
beaches and dune systems ham-
pered recovery efforts. Since then 
these pressures have only grown, 
and they continue to impose a 
limit on Piping Plover and other 
shorebird populations.

Piping Plovers 
and Least Terns nest 
on minimally vege-
tated sandy beaches 
above the mean high 
tide line. Preferred 
nesting habitat for 
both of these birds, 
however, is also the 
preferred habitat for 
human beach recre-
ation; it is where we 
like to stroll, place 
our umbrellas and 
blankets, play vol-
leyball, walk our 
dogs, set up our kite 
surfing equipment, 
and start our beach 
fires. The challenges 
of managing beach-
nesting birds in 
Connecticut can be 
distilled down to 
managing access to 
that narrow space 

and the myriad of activities peo-
ple want to use it for.  

The reality is that Connecticut 
has limited, narrow beaches and 
few opportunities to create or re-
store habitat with intact food webs. 
Recovery of the dune systems that 

were lost to development is 
unlikely, especially in light 
of future sea-level rise. The 
nesting and feeding habitat 
that remains is oftentimes 
degraded by excessive 
beach grooming or, con-
versely, excessive garbage 
and the presence of human-
subsidized predators such 
as raccoons and Norway 
rats. In short, since humans 
can’t easily make more of 
this habitat, wildlife man-
agers and beachgoers need 
to be wise about sharing the 
rest of it. 

Human disturbance 
hampers the breeding suc-
cess of our shorebirds. Foot 
and vehicular traffic on 
beaches interferes with the 
establishment of nesting 
territories and may result in 
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Let’s shift the “recreation only” culture to 
a “share the beach” culture.
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Observing birds from a distance helps avoid disturbing parents and nestlings.

crushed nests or chicks. And while 
fending off humans, parents may 
leave their eggs or chicks exposed 
to the weather or other predators. 
Disruptions during chick feeding 
can delay development if the con-
stant foot traffic causes the parents 
to forage less effectively. Cool, wet 
summers are often wildly produc-
tive nesting seasons, offering evi-
dence that human disturbance is a 
major player in annual successes 
or failures.

If you are not convinced, con-
sider our crowded beaches as a 
small house with a large family. 
If you are a student studying for 
a test, solitude is hard to come by. 
Your family is loud and distract-
ing. Perhaps you stay in the house, 
concentrate hard, and persevere. 
Perhaps you leave and go to a 
friend’s house to study, or maybe 
you stay but end up too distracted 
to learn the material. Maybe you 
just give up. Nesting shorebirds 
at our beaches exhibit all of these 
behaviors. We see pairs that settle 
on busy beaches and withstand 
incredible amounts of disturbance 
but persevere to successfully raise 

their chicks. We see pairs that 
“take off to a friend’s house,” 
bouncing between beaches 

trying to find some peace. We 
see birds that endure lots of dis-
turbance only to give up and aban-
don their nest. And finally, we see 
birds that, if disturbed enough 
during crucial times during the 

nesting season, will abandon their 
efforts and leave, wasting a repro-
ductive year.

In addition to the outright hu-
man disturbance, these shorebirds 
endure intraspecific competition, 
which occurs when members of 
the same species compete for lim-
ited resources. These birds have 
few choices for high quality habi-
tat, as is evident by their failure to 
spread out to new beaches. While 
the number of Piping Plover pairs 
has continued to increase in Con-
necticut, their nesting locations 
have not changed much since in-
tensive monitoring began 30 years 
ago. Rather, they pack into the 
usual 15 to 18 sites. Food is also a 
likely component of their site se-
lection and site fidelity. Stratford 
and Milford, for example, have ex-
tensive mudflats for foraging, and 
West Haven and Waterford have 
productive tidal creeks in juxta-
position to nesting sites. So while 
it is encouraging to have more 

birds migrating here to nest, high 
concentrations of Piping Plovers 
at one site can lead to infighting 
among the pairs. The adults spend 
so much time defending their ter-
ritories from other Piping Plovers 
that their parental duties often 
suffer; chicks are not attentively 
looked after, and more chicks are 
lost to predation. 

Even with all of the previ-
ously mentioned stressors, we 
have proved that Piping Plovers 
can fare well on our beaches with 
proper management and stew-
ardship, even in the most urban-
ized area of the Northeast. In re-
cent years, we have consistently 
been close to the top of the list 
of the best productivity among 
all Northeastern states and prov-
inces. This success, however, does 
come with at a staggering cost 
in the number of man hours put 
into cordoning off nesting habitat, 
monitoring the birds, and educat-
ing the beachgoing public. Much 
of this work is currently carried 
out by a corps of dedicated vol-
unteers who are passionate about 
these birds and beaches as eco-
systems. These volunteers are the 

lynchpin of the Piping Plover’s 
success in Connecticut.

Providing access to the shore 
balanced with protection of its 
sensitive natural resources is 
challenging. Those competing 
interests require compromise. It 
is surprising to some that only 
rarely has a beach been closed in 
Connecticut to protect Piping Plo-
vers and Least Terns, though it is 
a common practice in neighbor-
ing states. While limiting access 
to privately owned beaches is a 
landowner’s prerogative, even at 
state-owned beaches DEEP has 
opted not to close them but in-
stead to engage in active educa-
tion and monitoring, utilizing our 
corps of volunteers to mediate the 
effects of human disturbance. This 
educational component is criti-
cal to nesting success. Those who 
view the beach as only a place to 
play may at first be startled by the 
concept of beaches as habitat for 

rare species, but such a realiza-
tion is the first step toward shift-
ing the “recreation only” culture 
to a “share the beach” culture. 
By changing the culture to one of 
sharing, tolerance, and empathy 
for wildlife’s needs, we will see 
a conservation win: maintaining 
our state’s biological diversity for 
future citizens. While any shift in 
cultural norms takes generations 
of effort, on this journey Marga-
ret Mead’s sentiment is especially 
comforting: “Never doubt that a 
small group of thoughtful, com-
mitted citizens can change the 
world; indeed, it’s the only thing 
that ever has.”

Laura Saucier is a wildlife 
biologist with the Connecticut 
Department of Energy and 
Environmental Protection.
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COASTAL BIRDS
Key Questions about Piping Plovers in Connecticut 
and Along the Atlantic Coast.

KATHLEEN VAN DER 
AUE

SCOTT WEIDENSAUL

Q. Overall, how are Piping 
Plovers on the Atlantic 
coast faring and where does 
Connecticut fit in?

A. The goal of the official 
Piping Plover recovery plan is 
to maintain 2,000 breeding pairs 
relatively evenly distributed 
from North Carolina to the 
Maritime Provinces of Canada; 
625 of those pairs would be in 
New England (only Vermont 
among the New England states 
has no breeding population). 
According to data published by 
the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, 
in 2016, there were 1,941 pairs up 
and down the coast—short of the 
goal but up considerably from 
1986 when there were 790. From 
1989 to 2016, New England saw a 
329 percent increase. The number 
of breeding pairs in Connecticut 
rose from 15 in 1984 to 63 in 
2016. As for the other New 
England states, the numbers 
of breeding pairs in 2016 were 
Maine, 66;  New Hampshire, 7; 
Massachusetts, 649; and Rhode 
Island, 98.

The Massachusetts population 
was the biggest along the 
Atlantic coast. New York had 381 
and Virginia 291.

A second goal is to maintain 
an annual five-year average 
of 1.5 chicks per nest per 
pair. Connecticut’s 22-year 
productivity average is 1.66 
chicks.

Q. Did the increase 
in Connecticut happen 
accidentally?

A.  No. The Connecticut DEEP 
and a small army of volunteers 
have worked diligently to help 
the birds survive and prosper. 

Because beaches in Connecticut 
have generally remained open to 
the public, we have to monitor 
more, educate more, and 
manage more for the birds to be 
successful. 

In recent years, the success of 
Piping Plovers in Connecticut 
can be directly attributed to the 
work of volunteers, who have 
been trained and coordinated 
by the Audubon Alliance 
for Coastal Waterbirds—a 
partnership of the Roger Tory 
Peterson Institute, Audubon 
Connecticut, and the Connecticut 
Audubon Society, overseen by 
the Connecticut DEEP. The cost 
in staff and volunteer time has 
been enormous. But there has 
also been an enormous benefit 
beyond the survival of the birds. 

With 200 people volunteering 
each year, we have created and 
solidified a committed corps of 
grass roots conservationists.

Q. Connecticut beaches are 
busy places. Have the state’s 
Piping Plovers become more 
habituated to humans?

While we don’t know of any 
data to support that, anecdotally 
Connecticut’s Piping Plovers 
seem a bit more habituated 
to disturbance than pairs that 
settle in remote locations. Less 
tolerant pairs likely would be 
driven away by the amount of 
disturbance we have on most of 
our beaches—we do have pairs 
that show up and don’t stay to 
breed.   
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Centers
BIRDCRAFT / MAIN OFFICES
314 Unquowa Road, Fairfield, CT  06824
203-259-0416

CENTER AT FAIRFIELD
2325 Burr Street, Fairfield, CT 06824
203-259-6305, ext. 109
Director: Shari Greenblatt

CENTER AT GLASTONBURY
1361 Main Street
Glastonbury, CT 06033-3105
860-633-8402
Director: Kate Reamer

CENTER AT POMFRET
218 Day Road
Pomfret Center, CT 06259
860-928-4948
Director: Sarah Heminway

COASTAL CENTER AT MILFORD POINT
1 Milford Point Road, Milford, CT 06460
203-878-7440
Director: Shari Greenblatt

DEER POND FARM
57 Wakeman Hill Road, Sherman, CT 06784
860-799-4074 x101
Director: Cathy Hagadorn

TRAIL WOOD
93 Kenyon Road, Hampton, CT 06247
860-928-4948
Director: Sarah Heminway

ROGER TORY PETERSON ESTUARY CENTER
PO Box 62, 90 Halls Road
Old Lyme, CT 06371	 860-598-4218
Director: Eleanor Robinson

ECOTRAVEL
30 Plains Rd., PO Box 903, Essex, CT 06426
860-767-0660	   800-996-8747
Director: Andrew Griswold

Our Centers and Sanctuaries
11 Hayes Meadow Tidal Marsh & N. B. Sargent Sanctuary. Fairfield Beach 
Road, Fairfield. Salt marsh.

12 Banks South Farm. Merwins Lane, Fairfield. 60 acres.

 
13 John W. Field & John Mahoney Sanctuary. Old Academy Road, Fairfield.
14 acres.
 
14 Richard G. Croft Memorial Preserve. East North Street, Goshen. 700 acres.

 
15 Edward Steichen Memorial Wildlife Preserve. Chestnut Woods Road, 
Redding. 54 acres, primarily wetlands.

 
16 Grace Robinson Nature Sanctuary. Lords Highway, Weston. 37 acres.

 
17 Harlo N. Haagenson Preserve. Creek Row, Haddam. 65 acres.

 
18 Morgan R. Chaney Preserve. Turner Road, Montville. 233 acres.

 1  Birdcraft. 314 Unquowa Road, Fairfield.
Connecticut Audubon’s state office & a 5-acre sanctuary.
 
 2  The Center at Fairfield & Larsen Sanctuary. 2325 Burr Street, Fairfield.
155-acre sanctuary.
 
 3  Deer Pond Farm. 57 Wakeman Hill Road, Sherman.
835-acre sanctuary.
 
 4  The Coastal Center at Milford Point. 1 Milford Point Road, Milford.
8-acre Smith-Hubbell sanctuary, access to Long Island Sound & tidal marsh.
 
 5  The Center at Glastonbury. 1361 Main street, Glastonbury.
Adjacent to Earle Park.
 
 6  The Center at Pomfret & Bafflin Sanctuary. 218 Day Road, Pomfret Center.
Adjacent to the 700-acre Bafflin Sanctuary.
 
 7  Trail Wood/The Edwin Way Teale Memorial Sanctuary. 93 Kenyon Road, 
Hampton. 168-acre former home of writer-naturalist Edwin Way Teale.
 
 8  The Roger Tory Peterson Estuary Center. 90 Halls Road, Old Lyme 
(office only).
 
 9  EcoTravel. 30 Plains Road, PO Box 903, Essex. 06426
 
10 H. Smith Richardson Wildlife Preserve and Christmas Tree Farm. 
Sasco Creek Road, Westport. 74 acres
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