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2014 Season Summary 
 
 Our 2014 season turned out to be better than expected even though the weather, for the most part, 
was not much different from last year. After our very disappointing 2013 season, we did not know 
what to expect. The migration began slowly but by the middle of September, the migrants showed up 
and continued for the remainder of the month.  
October was plagued with very poor weather and the migrants were rare. The first few days of 
November saw huge flights and this continued sporadically throughout the remainder of the month.  
To our surprise, the December migration was excellent for those who remained open. Little to no 
snow with cold temperatures resulted in a better than average migration.   
Overall, compared to last year, we experienced many more days with northwest winds resulting in 
more raptors migrating over Hawk Cliff. Although our numbers were significantly better this year, it 
was nowhere as good as the 2010 and 2012 season and still far off our ten- year average- 1,525 or 
twenty-year average-2,291. 

Station Reports 

Station 1 -Robert Hubert 

My first year of banding occurred in the fall of 1969. The banding seasons to follow produced large 
flights of Sharp-shinned hawks and American kestrels. Each banding station were well stocked with 
Pringle potato chip cans to hold female Sharp-shinned hawks, and soft drink cans to contain male 
Sharp-shinned hawks and American Kestrels. Recent seasons have not been as successful and 
since 2000, there has been a significant decrease in the number of Sharp-shinned hawks. 
 
I was only able to band hawks for only ten days in September, as I had to take time off for eye 
surgery. In addition, the weather was not favorable and I banded only thirty-six Sharp-shinned hawks, 
three Cooper’s hawks and one Northern Harrier for forty-two hawks. 
 
In October, the winds remained south and west and the temperature was quite warm. The  
Sharp-shinned hawk banding numbers doubled from September to seventy-nine. I also banded nine 
Red-tailed hawks, three Copper’s hawks, two American Kestrels and one Northern Harrier for  
ninety-four. 
 
The weather changed in November with about 12cm (5”) of snow. Migrating conditions looked very 
good but it did not materialize, although I did band eight Northern Harriers on one day in poor weather 
conditions. I was fortunate as Northern Harriers usually avoid my location. I also banded twenty-five 
Red-tailed hawks. In late November, with the ground covered in snow, a young Turkey Vulture circled 
above the station, then landed, and remained two meters (6’) from the lure. He sat there, wings 
outstretched, for about fifteen minutes. It then started for the lure and flew away as I came out of the 
station. 
 
A number of stations remained open in December and this proved to be worth the effort. The snow 
had disappeared and the temperature remained cold. We had several bright sunny days with 
favorable winds. There was a good flight of Red-tailed hawks on December 1 when I banded nine, 
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and on December 6 I banded an additional eight. December 7 proved to be the most productive with 
sixteen Red-tailed hawks banded. On one occasion, the four bow nets each had a Red-tailed hawk 
under them with several other hawks hovering over and three sitting in trees. Also on December 7 a 
flock, containing several hundred Sandhill cranes, were seen migrating high in the sky over head. 

It will be interesting to see what the 2015 season 
will bring. 

Station 3- Cyril Crocker 

The season began with the fact that my station had a field of seven to eight-foot tall corn in front of 
me. This, in itself would not be a problem but it prevented me from putting up my front hawk net, as it 
would not be of any use. As it turned out, it was not a hindrance at all and actually contributed to me 
catching a Golden Eagle. I will explain later.  

September began as it typically does with very warm, humid days with few birds migrating. It was not 
until the seventh that I caught my first birds of the season. Again, this year I took my holidays at the 
right time and was rewarded with another huge migration on the eighteenth and managed to band 
thirty-four hawks. The following ten days were equally as rewarding as I banded another forty hawks. 
September ended up being one of the best for me in the last five years only bettered in 2012. 

October was the complete opposite of September. Very poor weather conditions and with many days 
of easterly and southwesterly winds making migration next to nothing. The only highlight for this 
month was on October 5 when I had a good response from an immature bald eagle that hung about 
twenty feet above the lure with its feet hanging down but did not get any lower. The other was a 
Peregrine falcon that spent five to ten minutes dive-bombing my lure but did not dive low enough to 
hit my nets. The other highlight was catching a dark morph Rough-legged hawk. 

The first two days of November were spectacular with huge numbers migrating through including a 
number of Golden Eagles. I banded more hawks in those first two days than I did in all of October. 
The highlight of the month came on November 2 when I caught two Golden Eagles in twenty minutes. 
The first one came from my south from behind the tree line. Al Hurst, at station six, notified me that a 
Golden Eagle was moving towards me from the south. It broke over the treetops and as soon as I 
flipped the lure, it set its wings, dropped its legs and powered in. At the last minute, it flared over the 
lure but ended up in my center hawk net. To my surprise, the hawk net held it.  
When we released it, it circled around above me gaining altitude and then disappeared to my 
southeast. I just sat down in my banding station when I spotted three eagles soaring towards me out 
of the southeast. I grabbed my binoculars and watched as they approached. The first eagle, out in 
front, was an immature Bald Eagle, but the other two were Golden Eagles. I figured one of them was 
one I had just released. I flipped the lure and to my utmost surprise, one of them folded its wings and 
powered in. It came in over the cornfield and once beyond it, dropped quickly, slid across the grass, 
missed the lure, and slid over the bow net. In doing so, it caught the back edge of the net tripping it. 
Here I was with a Golden Eagle standing there looking at the lure under the bow net. For a second or 
two I was not sure what to do.  

Turkey Vulture, in snow, at Station 1 
Photo; Bob Hubert 2014 



Out in front of me was the cornfield and the center hawk net to my and the eagle’s left. I figured the 
eagle would not attempt heading out towards the corn as it was only twenty to twenty-five feet out and 
he would not be able to get enough lift to clear the corn in such a short distance. My only alternative 
was to run out to the right of the eagle and it in turn would head in the direction of the center net. I did 
just that and as I figured, it headed into the bottom tier of the net. Two Golden Eagles within twenty 
minutes and I was a happy man. Don Fowler and Russ Chantler helped band the first and they had 
just returned to their stations when I notified them of the second one. Don Fowler and Al Hurst 
assisted in banding the second one. Thanks to Don, Russ and Al for helping. 

Station 4 - Charles Fowler 

2014 at station four proved to be quite unspectacular. Although numbers were up from last year’s 
dismal results, they were far from awesome. 

September was disappointing, yielding only fifty-five hawks, only three more than last year. 

October really got my hopes up, with a respectable eighty-six raptors including a Northern Goshawk 
and a renewed enthusiasm!  

November continued with a bang the first weekend as I trapped twenty-three more hawks over the 
first two days including two more Northern Goshawks. But then disaster!  Over the next four 
weekends, I banded a measly three hawks. 

December proved to be pretty much a duplicate of November. The first weekend I managed a 
respectable sixteen hawks.  

In hindsight, I should have closed up the station then, as not a hawk was caught the rest of the 
month, despite not shutting things down until December 31.My total of 184 for the year ranks sixth 
best in the nine years I have occupied Station 4. A far cry from the 326 I banded in 2007, but a whole 
lot better than last year. 

Station 5 - Don Fowler 

Although this year was more productive than 2013, banding totals continued their slide of the past ten 
years. The decreased hours of coverage, this year may have contributed, but it could be that the lack 
of migrating raptors was the reason for the reduced coverage? My own limited participation did not 
help. Jim Izawa and my son-in-law (Bailey McEwan) put in the bulk of the coverage.  
The highlights for this year were the five Peregrine falcons banded, two of which were the subspecies 
Anatum. We are banding more of this subspecies than we have in previous year when they were 
mainly the Tundrius subspecies. 



Station 6 - Al Hurst 

2014 was my first full year in charge of station six after taking over from Jim Izawa. Russ Chantler 
agreed to become my semi regular partner and I really appreciated his experienced help and 
coverage. I quickly learned being in charge meant you were responsible for maintenance, grass 
cutting and nets. On the positive side, you get to make changes you like. Russ put down new flooring 
and I added new side windows for better visibility. 

September was very slow with only 118 hawks banded. Well below last year’s 152, and far behind 
station 5 just to our south at 244. Strong months of October-83, November-64 and December-33, 
brought our numbers up to 298 for the year. We will work harder and make a few adjustments to net 
placements, next year, so we can get our totals up closer to station 5. 

Highlights- banded 298 hawks of which three were Peregrine falcons, three were Red-shouldered 
Hawks, and one was a Northern Goshawk. Both Russ and I were there when Cyril caught the two 
Golden eagles and we both had a chance to assist in banding. 

Lowlights- missing a Golden Eagle, numbers were down for American Kestrels, Northern Harriers and 
Merlins. 

Special thanks to Don and Bob for their support and encouragement. With a little luck station six 
should be able to band over 300 hawks in 2015. 

Jim Izawa with Second Year Peregrine Falcon (Anatum) 
Photo: Cyril Crocker 2014 



Species Summary 

Falcons 

The downward slide continued again this year for the American Kestrel and the Merlin. The hot and 
humid weather, with little to no wind throughout most of September and October contributed to the 
lower numbers. The only exception was the Peregrine falcon where we witnessed increased 
numbers. 

American Kestrel 

This is the second year in a row that we have encountered declining numbers after four years of 
stable increases. This year’s 238 did not even pass our dismal 2013 season of 243 and well below 
our ten-year average- 383 or twenty-year average- 491. These totals have not been this low since 
1972. This, in part, is a result of less staffing hours at station five. Station 5 is our lake edge station 
where the vast majority of Kestrels and Merlin migrate. Due to an illness in the family, Don was 
unable to staff the station for more than a few morning hours each day. 

Our Nest Box Trail program produced 53 birds of which three were adults. Jim Izawa, trail 3, was 
unable to monitor his trail this year due to an illness in his family. Trail 1 had a bit of an increase over 
last year and Trail 4 equaled last year’s total.  
A second year American Kestrel was banded and released at the Bluewater Raptor Rehab Center 
just outside of Sarnia, Ontario. 
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Merlin 

Merlin numbers, like the American Kestrel, have been declining in recent years. Our total 25 did not 
overcome our low total 28 from last year. The past two years’ totals are close to half of our ten-year 
average- 43 or twenty-year total-44. Two other Merlins were banded and released from the Bluewater 
Raptor Rehab Center. 

Peregrine Falcon 

Peregrine numbers, in any given year, is highly 
dependant on strong southwest winds.  
In years where there are few days with these 
winds, our Peregrine numbers will be down. It is 
thought, that most of these migrants will cross 
directly over Lake Erie as this 112km (70mile) 
direct flight can be easily accomplished by this  
bird. They alter their course when flying directly  
into a strong headwind bringing them along the  
shoreline and over Hawk Cliff. On days with very 
strong southwest winds, they can be seen over a 
kilometer (1mile) inland. 
Our total-8 is the best since 2009 and is above  
our ten-year average- 6 or twenty- year average-5. 
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Peregrine Falcon 
Photo: Cyril Crocker 2014 
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Cyril Crocker holding the first of two Golden Eagles 
Photo: Russ Chantler 2014 

Golden Eagle- HYM 



Accipiters 

Sharp-shinned Hawk 
Our total-666 was better than a 50% increase over last year. Large migrations in mid September and 
a steady migration through October helped us.  
This year’s total was just below our ten-year average- 669 but well below our twenty-year average-
955. 

Cooper’s Hawk 
This year Cooper’s migrants were steady throughout the season. We more than doubled our total 
over last year. Three birds were banded and released from the Bluewater Raptor Rehab Center 
which brought our total to 90 for this year. This year we managed to better our ten-year average- 88 
but fell short of our twenty-year average-106. 
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Juvenile Rough-legged Hawk-Dark Morph
Photo: Cyril Crocker 2014 



Northern Goshawk 
We managed only 4 this year but still doubled our catch over the 2013 season. These birds tend to 
migrate over Hawk Cliff in cycles with many years of low numbers followed by one or two years with 
much higher numbers. This year’s total fell short of our ten-year average-7 and twenty-year average-
13. 

Buteos 

It was definitely a better year for buteos. All species, except Broad-winged hawks were up in 
numbers. Overall, this was our best year since 2007. 

Broad-winged Hawk 
It was another year when we saw two days with huge numbers. September 18 saw over 15,000 
migrate over but on September 19, the numbers more than doubled with over 33,000. Unfortunately 
we were not successful catching a single one. 

Red-shouldered Hawk 
We more than doubled our previous few seasons. Our total 9 is the best we have banded since 2001. 
This year’s total surpassed our ten-year average-5 and twenty-year average-7. 
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Red-tailed Hawk 
We continue witnessing a seesaw migration with these birds. We almost doubled last season’s total 
and it was the best since 2007. We banded 266 at Hawk Cliff adding two more, one from road 
trapping and one from the Bluewater Raptor Rehab Center. 

Rough-legged Hawk 
This year, again, these birds were not common. We did manage to band a HY dark morph that is rare 
at Hawk Cliff. Our total 4 is the best since 2010 and just shy of our ten-year average-5 and better than 
our twenty-year average-3. 

Northern Harrier 
Their numbers were up over last year but nothing to write home about. Over the past few seasons, 
we have not witnessed the large adult migrations that historically occur in December.  
Typically, the first heavy snowfall in December will motivate the adults to migrate but this is not 
happening. This is very unusual but according to hawk watchers, these birds are moving through in 
January for reasons unknown. Since we close on December 31, we miss this flight. 
Our total 73 was much better than last season but still under our ten-year average-102 and twenty-
year average-112. 
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Eagles 

There was hardly a day went by that we did not see at least one eagle. Early in the season, Bald 
Eagles are seen in good numbers but many of them go by then turn around and fly back east. It is not 
until mid to late October that these back and forth flights cease.  
Both station 3 and 5 had responses this year. Both stations reported, on different days, an immature 
eagle hung about six meters (20ft) above the lure with legs extended but did not come down. This 
could have possibly been the same bird. 
This was a good year for Golden Eagle sightings. On some days, they seemed to be everywhere. 
Station 3 was the lucky one this year as mentioned previously. Station 6 had one in the bownet but 
missed the foot trip and the noise, of a foot hitting the floor, scared off the eagle. I will not mention the 
bander’s name here but from now on, we will refer to him as “Thumper”.  
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Observation Summary -2014 Hawk Cliff Hawk Watch 

Month 
Accipiters Buteos Falcons Eagles 

TV OS NH SS CH NG RS BW RT RL SW AK ML PG BE GE 

AUG 10 10 1 31 33 1 
SEPT 120 83 383 4,566 69 1 70,533 26 1 1,712 41 45 58 
OCT 26,969 35 267 4,390 204 11 395 155 2,057 5 708 37 118 48 65 
NOV 989 1 108 175 65 8 288 3 2,294 41 6 5 45 108 
DEC 13 14 21 25 8 443 5 1 18 3 

Total 28,091 119 782 9,162 364 21 691 70,722 4,820 51 1 2,459 85 163 169 176 

Overall Total for 2014: 117,876 

Abbreviation Key 

TV Turkey Vulture (Cathartes aura) 

OS Osprey (Pandion haliaetus) 

NH Northern Harrier (Circus cyaneus) 

SS Sharp-shinned Hawk (Accipiter striatus) 

CH Cooper's Hawk (Accipiter cooperii) 

NG Northern Goshawk (Accipiter gentilis) 

RS Red-shouldered Hawk (Buteo lineatus) 

BW Broad-winged Hawk (Buteo platypterus) 

RT Red-tailed Hawk (Buteo jamaicensis) 

RL Rough-legged Hawk (Buteo lagopus) 

SW Swainson's Hawk (Buteo swainsoni) 

AK American Kestrel (Falco sparverius) 

ML Merlin (Falco columbarius)  

PG Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) 

BE Bald Eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) 

GE Golden Eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) 

Observation results are from the Hawk Watch totals and the Hawk Cliff Raptor Banding Station. 
Hawk Watch totals printed by permission. (www.ezlink.ca/~thebrowns/HawkCliff) . 

Sandhill Cranes 
Photo: Ron Kingswood November 2014 



Hawk Cliff Interpretive Weekends 

In conjunction with the St. Thomas Field Naturalist Club our Hawk Cliff Interpretive weekends were 
held on September 13/14 and 20/21. Overall, our special weekends were again successful. Our first 
weekend greeted us with strong northwest winds and rain in the morning, which made our morning 
show in doubt. As luck would have it, the weather cleared and we managed to catch a few birds for 
the presentations. Sunday was a beautiful sunny day with light northerly winds but few hawks. It was 
challenging but we did manage a good selection for both presentations. The weather, on the second 
weekend, was not co-operating at all. On Saturday we were met with strong southwest winds pushing 
most migrants inland and Sunday morning we had to contend with heavy rain and thunderstorms. 
With the co-operation of a few birds and a lot of hard work on behalf of the banders, we managed to 
catch a few hawks for both days. Overall, even though the weather was not the best, we put together 
two successful weekends.  
Thanks to the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources for their support in allowing us to take live birds 
to these presentations. 

Banquet 

Our banquet this year was at the Wayside Inn on November 1. Our guests were Martin Wernaart and 
Teri Groh from Port Rowan, Ontario. 
 Martin Wernaart emigrated from Holland early in his life, already experienced in bird trapping. He 
worked for the Halton Region Conservation Authority at the Mountsberg Wildlife Center in 
Campbellville, Ontario and soon became Park Superintendant .He was the motivating force in 
developing one of Ontario’s largest bird-banding stations and raptor-rehabilitation centers. In the mid-
'70s, his bird identification, trapping and banding skills and understanding of avian behavior led him to 
support a managing system at Pearson International Airport Wildlife Control in Toronto, Ontario. In 
the late '80s, the program not only included the Pearson Airport contract, but a newfound need to 
train airfield personnel on wildlife identification and techniques. Martin’s involvement in the training 
program included preparing study skins and props and hosting several training sessions at 
Mountsberg as well as travelling to other regions to put on training. Martin has since retired from the 
Conservation Authority, lives in Port Rowan and is still actively involved in banding and his own 
wildlife control consulting business. 
His knowledge and experience in bird identification and banding was evident and his presentation 
was very informative especially his knowledge of luring Peregrine Falcons.  

Once again, a special thanks to both Jim and Sam Izawa for organizing this year’s banquet. 

 
 
 

Receiving 2014 Awards 
From left: Charlie Fowler, Cyril Crocker 
and Russ Chantler. 
Photo: Pat Fowler 
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Peregrine Falcon 
Photo: Ron Kingswood 2013 




