
Towers, Turbines, and Birds 

Millions of birds collide with structures every 
year in the U.S. The cumulative impacts of 
communication towers and turbines on birds  
are of great concern to biologists. Wind 
turbine structures and communication towers 
pose two threats to birds:   
 

1. The infrastructure necessary for towers, 
tower maintenance, wind power, and 
turbine placement will cause the loss and 
fragmentation of habitats used by both 
breeding and migrating birds.  

2. During times of low visibility direct 
mortality from collisions with towers and 
wind turbines is likely to occur. 

 

State and federal agencies recommend towers 
and turbines not be constructed in migration 
corridors. There is a need for land use 
ordinances to include criteria in the placement 
of these structures. If structures are to be 
developed, the following actions will help 
minimize impacts on birds: 
 

1. Structures should not be guy wired or lit. 
2. Structures should be collocated. 
3. Structures should be as low as possible, 

preferably tree height. 
4. Turbine blades should be shut off during 

migration periods. 
For more information about this project or to 
become involved in the conservation of the 

North Shore migration corridor please visit our 
website: 
www.hawkridge.org/research/nsm.html  
 

Or contact Anna Peterson: 
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The North Shore of Lake Superior is one 
of the premier migratory routes for 

raptors and passerines in North America. 
Fall migration bird counts are estimated 
to be in the hundreds of thousands to 

millions, indicating a massive bird 
movement that has been previously 

underestimated. The true magnitude of 
the fall bird migration emphasizes the 

importance of the North Shore region as 
a major migration corridor. In the 

context of communication tower and 
wind turbine development, it is crucial to 
identify flight paths and stopover habitat, 

and understand the magnitude of this 
migration phenomenon.  Information 

from this study will be used to aid in the 
placement of future towers and turbines 

to minimize impacts to birds.  

The  
North Shore 
Migration 

Phenomenon: 

A glimpse into  
bird migration in 

the context of  
communication 
tower and wind  
development 



Many birds raise young in northern 
Minnesota and the boreal forests of Canada.  
There is an abundance of food (bugs, small 
mammals, and other birds) and nesting 
habitat in the northern forests during 
summer months.  As cold weather sets in, the 
food supply in the northern forests dwindles 
and many birds begin their long journey 
south in search of food and better weather 
conditions.  This yearly trip to the southern 
U.S., Mexico, Central or South America is 
called MIGRATION.   

What is Migration? Why the North Shore? 

Daytime movements of birds on 
�/�D�N�H���6�X�S�H�U�L�R�U�·�V���1�R�U�W�K���6�K�R�U�H 

Lake Superior is a migration barrier 
because it lacks shelter and food.  
Birds flying at night and find themselves 
over Lake Superior at dawn, reorient to the 
nearest shoreline. Birds approaching Lake 
Superior during the day follow the 
shoreline. 
 

The combination of these movements 
result in a massive congregation of birds on 
�/�D�N�H���6�X�S�H�U�L�R�U�·�V���1�R�U�W�K���6�K�R�U�H�� 
 

A research project to 
count daytime migrating 
birds (raptors and 
nonraptors, mainly songbirds) from Duluth 
to Grand Portage began during the fall 
migration of 2008 (See Figure on next page). 
The objectives of this study are to identify 
specific flight paths and habitat used during 
the migration. To date, nearly 200 different 
bird species have been observed migrating 
along the North Shore. A large proportion of 
these birds (e.g., Bald Eagles, Golden Eagles, 
Peregrine Falcons, and many thrush, warbler 
and sparrow species) are of concern to the 
public due to population declines and are 
protected by state and federal laws.  

Research 

Migration survey sites along the North Shore 

Southbound migrating forest birds seek out 
cover and food while en route.  Two factors 
direct the birds toward the Great Lakes: 
�‡  Westerly winds, and  
�‡  The prairie pothole region  

Many migrating birds are moving in the early 
morning hours of low light. This time period 
coupled with frequent fog, mist, and low cloud 
ceilings result in large numbers of low flying 
migrating birds with limited visibility. Recorded 
flight heights verify that the majority of 
migrating birds fly at heights that correspond 
directly to communication tower and wind 
turbine height (See Figure on next page).    
 

The intensity of the North Shore migration 
becomes clear when we examine the average 
number of birds seen migrating in only one hour 
(See Table below).  For example in Grand 
Marais, in one hour during migration, a person 
would likely see 25 raptors and 195 other birds 
�P�L�J�U�D�W�L�Q�J�������7�K�D�W�·�V���R�Y�H�U�������������P�L�J�U�D�W�L�Q�J���E�L�U�G�V���L�Q��
one day!  

Location 
Raptors per 

Hour 
Nonraptors 
per Hour 

Hawk Ridge 63 202 

Knife River 37 153 

Encampment 21 86 

Silver Bay 38 127 

Finland 23 72 

Tofte 29 133 

Grand Marais 25 195 

Hovland 22 146 

Grand Portage 10 45 


