
2016 Bethany Hawkwatch Fall Report 
This year saw numbers well above average for the second straight year.  Though not as 

many birds were seen as in the fall season of 2015, this year was the second best season 

in the history of the Bethany Hawkwatch. 

 

As usual, data were collected from 15 August through 15 December 2015.  Observers 

were stationed at the Bethany Lutheran College Campus on the eastern bluff 

overlooking the Minnesota River and Land of Memories City Park (~4km west of 

Bethany) near the confluence of the Blue Earth and Minnesota Rivers.  This is the third 

consecutive season where raptor migration was tabulated from these two sites and 

evidence suggests there is no overlap in coverage.  Additionally, some anecdotal data 

were collected from King Arthur Park on the western bluff in North Mankato (~3km 

west-northwest of the Bethany site).  A simultaneous count at Land of Memories Park 

and King Arthur Park did not have any overlap in the birds which suggests an additional 

route raptors could be using to pass through Mankato. 

 

Jim Amundson once again was the primary counter at Bethany though he helped at 

Land of Memories when winds were more southerly.  Other regular observers at 

Bethany included John Wagner, Abe Faugstad, Chad Heins, and John Sehloff.  Marty 

Rost served as the primary counter at Land of Memories and he was assisted primarily 

by John Nelson and Scott Seigfreid.   

 

Our goal for the year was 500 hours of observation.  A total of 545.5 hours were spent 

counting raptors this fall which is about 5 hours more than we have averaged the last 

two years.  In total, 18 observers volunteered 994.5 hours at the Bethany Hawkwatch 

this fall.   

 

Wind direction is one of the 

significant weather factors that 

influence raptor migration.  We 

experienced very few strong cold 

fronts during the fall 2016 season .  

These normally result in large 

pushes of migratory raptors.  We 

record hourly weather data that 

includes wind direction and a 

comparison was made to the 

previous three years to determine 

if there were any significant 

differences to the overall 

composition of the winds this fall (see Table 1).  Wind composition overall was more 
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similar to Fall 2015 than either of the two previous years with below average amounts 

of observation periods with northwest and north winds.  There were less periods with 

southerly winds than last year but above average amounts of periods with westerly 

winds. 

 
Table 1: Composition of Hourly Wind Direction 2013-16 

Wind         2013-16 2016 

Direction 2013 2014 2015 2016 Average Variance 

NW 15.6% 13.1% 6.5% 8.1% 10.8% -2.7% 

NNW 4.4% 5.7% 3.1% 5.3% 4.6% 0.7% 

N 8.5% 10.5% 3.9% 4.7% 6.9% -2.2% 

NNE 2.6% 2.4% 1.9% 3.5% 2.6% 0.9% 

NE 1.6% 0.5% 1.5% 2.3% 1.5% 0.8% 

ENE 2.6% 0.0% 3.2% 2.5% 2.1% 0.4% 

E 2.2% 0.7% 7.1% 5.3% 3.8% 1.4% 

ESE 2.2% 1.7% 3.6% 4.6% 3.0% 1.5% 

SE 4.4% 4.7% 4.4% 6.0% 4.9% 1.1% 

SSE 7.9% 8.4% 8.8% 7.9% 8.2% -0.3% 

S 12.7% 15.2% 25.0% 14.6% 16.8% -2.3% 

SSW 5.5% 4.5% 4.1% 5.8% 5.0% 0.8% 

SW 4.0% 3.8% 2.1% 3.9% 3.4% 0.4% 

WSW 2.0% 3.0% 1.9% 3.3% 2.6% 0.8% 

W 8.3% 10.1% 8.1% 11.9% 9.6% 2.3% 

WNW 12.1% 14.3% 12.8% 10.5% 12.4% -1.9% 

 

 

Recorded high temperatures for each day were compared to Mankato daily averages on 

Weather Underground (www.wunderground.com). Temperatures were above average 

every month except December.  August was 2.0⁰C warmer on average.  September was 

3.0⁰C warmer on average with the first half 1.3⁰C warmer and the second half 4.7⁰C 

warmer.  October was 3.2⁰C warmer on average with the first half 2.9⁰C warmer and the 

second half 3.4⁰C warmer.  November was 6.7⁰C warmer on average with the first half 

10.2⁰C warmer and the second half 3.3⁰C warmer.  December was 4.6⁰C cooler on 

average with the last two days of the count 10⁰C cooler than the average. 

 

All data were submitted to the Hawk Migration Association of North America’s 

Hawkcount website (www.hawkcount.org/bethany). These data are contributed to a 

larger database used to track raptor migration across North America and are also useful 

in the Raptor Population Index, an ongoing research project.  Additionally, they were 

submitted to the Minnesota Ornithologists’ Union where they will be incorporated into 

the seasonal report for Autumn 2016. 

 

A total of 9,530 raptors of 16 species were observed this year (See Tables 2 & 3).  Most 

species totals were near the 3-year average which is probably the most accurate since 



we have only been counting at two sites for three years.  A significant increase in Turkey 

Vultures can be tracked back to early-season observations at Land of Memories.  John 

Nelson noted several large kettles of vultures getting up in the morning and heading 

south.  Historically, the thought was that these were residents leaving to forage for the 

day, but the number of birds in these 

roosts fluctuated widely from day to 

day this fall (See Figure 1).  It was 

decided to count them as transients 

with new birds coming in each 

evening.  Rough-legged Hawks were 

particularly scarce this fall and well 

below the average.  No explanation is 

apparent for that.  The other notable 

species was Red-shouldered Hawk for 

which 11 birds were counted, including 

one in the last week of the count! 

 

Now with multiple years of counting at our two primary sites, it has become evident 

that raptor migration through the Minnesota River Valley at Mankato is anything but 

simple to quantify.  Land of Memories Park has proven to be a significant count site for 

Turkey Vultures and Bald Eagles.  Both are believed to follow the Minnesota River 

corridor from the South Dakota border to Mankato where they adjust their route to the 

Blue Earth River corridor or one of its tributaries.  Marty Rost and Land of Memories 

counters have indicated observation of exactly that pattern and further evidence of this 

can be found by looking at the route of one Turkey Vulture named Harriet that had a 

GPS placed on her by researchers (http://www.hawkmountain.org/birdtracker/turkey-

vultures.html).  Scott Seigfreid and Jim Amundson did a simultaneous count  on 24 

September 2016 with Scott at King Arthur Park and Jim at Land of Memories and 

discovered that the birds seen to the north at King Arthur Park were not passing over 

Land of Memories.  Additionally, Scott noted one day where a stream of raptors was 

passing to the east and out of sight of the Land of Memories count site.  There may be 

certain wind conditions and/or times of year when birds are passing along the bluff 

coming from the north and then cut across the City of Mankato to the southeast.  Such 

birds would not be included in our count using current practices.  Additionally, that idea 

may be supported by observations from Bethany on some days when birds appear from 

the bluff-side of campus rather than following along the ridge and pass to the southeast.  

Sibley Parkway has been identified as a possible site to observe this phenomenon 

should it occur. 

 

During the 123 day fall count season, there were only 16 days with no raptors observed.   

Unlike many larger count sites that have a paid counter who counts birds for the entire 

day, our count sites have no set hours and our counters observe as their schedule 

allows.  It is only through their dedication to counting migratory raptors that we are able 

to have the success we have had.  The Bethany site was manned for some period of 
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Figure 1: Early Season Daily Turkey 

Vulture Numbers at Land of 

Memories Park



time on 91 days; the Land of Memories site was manned for some period of time for 

106 days. On 27 days this season we had more than 100 birds pass through (22% of 

days).   

 

The Red-tailed Hawk is one of the most common species in North America and shows a 

variety of morphs; we try to note the different forms each year.   This year four dark 

morph birds were seen between 20 October and 13 December. Two birds were western 

birds exhibiting red tails (Buteo jamaicensis calurus), one was a Harlan’s (B. j. harlani), 

and one was not identified to subspecies.  An additional western Red-tailed Hawk was 

seen hunting near Land of Memories in December and may have taken up residence in 

the valley for the winter.  Two pale Krider’s Red-tailed Hawks (B. j. kriderii) were 

recorded 1-2 November 2016.  We also recorded the Bethany Hawkwatch’s second 

dark-phase Broad-winged Hawk on 20 September 2016.  This adult was at low altitude 

and provided a first for many of the observers that day, puzzling some of them initially. 

 

This year we celebrated International Hawk Migration Week from 17-25 September 

2016. On the 17th, Chad Heins led a bird walk around the Bethany campus and then the 

group settled in for some hawkwatching at the Bethany count site while Bethany’s Fall 

Festival added music and food to the atmosphere.  The weekly count started with 146 

birds that day and ended up with 2,456 raptors for the week. 

 

Thanks especially to the following observers who spent several (in some cases, 

hundreds) of hours volunteering to count raptors: Jim Amundson, Marty Rost, John 

Nelson, John Sehloff, Zach Rinehart, John Wagner, Abe Faugstad, Mary Schroeder, Alex 

Oldenburg, Ethan Oldenburg, Daniel Halvorsen, Scott Seigfreid, and Glenda Bossow.   I 

would like to especially thank Jim, Marty and John Nelson whose dedication and time 

spent manning the Hawkwatch were largely responsible for our outstanding year once 

again.  Thanks guys! 

   

New early/late date records established in 2016:  

• Early date for Osprey (16 August) 

• Earliest Northern Goshawk (18 October) 

• Earliest Swainson’s Hawk (25 August) 

• Earliest Red-tailed Hawk (15 August) 

• Earliest Golden Eagle (12 October) 

• Latest Northern Harrier (9 December) 

• Latest Sharp-shinned Hawk (14 December) 

• Latest Northern Goshawk (13 December) 

• Latest Red-shouldered Hawk (13 December) 

• Latest Rough-legged Hawk (13 December) 

• Latest Golden Eagle (6 December) 

 



Other new records: 

• Highest August total: 309 raptors 

• Highest December total: 690 raptors 

• Highest season total for Turkey Vulture: 3,367 

• Highest season total for Osprey: 50 

• Highest season total for Northern Goshawk: 2 (tied) 

• Highest season total for Red-shouldered Hawk: 11 

• Highest season total for Peregrine Falcon: 31 

 
Table 2: Season totals for both sites and comparison to 10-year, 5-year and 3-year 
averages 

     2016  

 10 Year 5 Year 3 Year Total Land of 2016 

 Average Average Average 2016 Memories Bethany 

Turkey Vulture 805 1411 2040 3367 2479 888 

Osprey 23 40 47 50 9 41 

Bald Eagle 738 1404 2107 1880 1380 500 

Northern Harrier 19 30 41 42 21 21 

Sharp-shinned Hawk 263 462 602 624 155 469 

Cooper's Hawk 37 52 58 57 8 49 

Northern Goshawk 1 1 2 2 0 2 

Red-shouldered Hawk 2 4 5 11 1 10 

Broad-winged Hawk 1232 1933 2421 2395 934 1461 

Swainson's Hawk 4 6 9 7 1 6 

Red-tailed Hawk 541 942 1195 924 346 578 

Rough-legged Hawk 11 21 28 9 7 2 

Ferruginous Hawk <1 <1 <1 0 0 0 

Golden Eagle 2 3 3 4 1 3 

American Kestrel 23 37 39 31 6 25 

Merlin 16 25 28 23 5 18 

Peregrine Falcon 15 22 25 31 9 22 

Unidentified Vulture 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Unidentified Accipiter 8 8 6 8 5 3 

Unidentified Buteo 21 27 25 42 14 28 

Unidentified Eagle 1 1 1 2 0 2 

Unidentified Falcon 2 3 2 3 0 3 

Unidentified Raptors 22 27 18 18 2 16 

Mississippi Kite <1 <1 <1 0 0 0 

TOTAL: 3784 6459 8704 9530 5383 4147 

 

 

 

 



Table 3: Monthly totals and comparison to 10-year and 3-year averages 

  10-year 3-year Fall 

  Average Average 2016 

August 32 150 309 

September 1551 4146 4952 

October 681 2052 2311 

November 451 1907 1268 

December 88 449 690 

 

 

 

 


