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i s  a n  a d d e d ,  d e a d l y
o b s t a c l e  c o u r s e . "
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With the increasing number of applications for new communication towers

many municipal officials are aware of aesthetic and possible health con-

cerns posed by these structures.  Fewer may be aware that the towers

often pose a serious hazard to migrating birds.  Every spring millions of

birds make the long journey from the tropics to breed and fill their ecological niches in

North America.  In the fall they must return again to the rich sources of food in Central and

South America.

These journeys are already long and arduous. The increasing number of communication

towers is an added, deadly obstacle course. Many migrating birds crash into the towers or

their supporting structures and are killed.  Ornithologists have been studying the effect of

towers on migration for decades. Based on this well documented history the United States

Fish and Wildlife Service now estimates that at least four million birds - and possibly

as many  as 40 million - are killed every year at towers nationwide.

Since most birds migrate at night the largest threat is

posed by lighted towers.  When birds encounter lighted

structures their nocturnal navigation systems can be-

come disorientated.  They circle the structure repeat-

edly, reluctant to leave the lighted area.  The birds col-

lide with the guy wires, or with the tower itself, or with

each other.  Many of the birds killed belong to species

that are already in decline.  The numbers and species

known to be affected are probably only the tip of the

iceberg.

Studies have been conducted at only a small minority of towers, and most bird carcasses

are quickly scavenged by predators.  While mortality may be low on some nights studied, it

can reach drastic proportions under certain weather conditions, such as fog. In 1998 be-

tween 5,000 and 10,000 birds of a single species - Lapland Longspurs - were killed at one

420 foot tower in Kansas on one night.  In New York kills over 1,000 birds on a single night

have been documented at an 850 foot tower in Elmira.

Most studies have been conducted at towers over 500 feet, but any tower over 200 feet, and

those within three miles of an airport are required to be lit by the Federal Aviation
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Authority.  In New York, as elsewhere, towers in the 200 - 500 foot height range are

proliferating at the greatest rate.

Many of these towers are being constructed on hilltops to broaden their range. This may

increase cell towers impacts on migratory birds even further.

New York State’s mountain valleys and coastal regions can concentrate bird migration in

specific weather conditions creating above average tower hazard.  The number of towers

in the state has doubled since the mid-1980’s, and is on track to double again by the

year 2010.  Nationwide, the industry projections are that there may be as many as

100, 000 new towers built in the next decade alone.

The proliferation of new towers, and the impact of the studies conducted by ornitholo-

gists, have brought the issue to the attention of the United States Fish and Wildlife

Service and a number of national conservation oganizations, including National Audubon

Society.

Balancing the need for new towers and greater coverage with the environmental impact

has become an important conservation issue.  Groups such as The Communication Tow-

ers Working Group and Partners in Flight

are working with state and federal agen-

cies, and the industry to achieve this bal-

ance.

There are solid grounds for believing that

we can greatly reduce bird mortality at tow-

ers with relatively little effort.  Perhaps as

much as ninety percent of bird mortality

could be avoided by implementing simple

conservation measures such as avoiding the

use of guy wires, carefully considering the

location of towers with regard to migratory

flyways and other bird concentration ar-

eas,  and keeping as many towers as pos-

sible unlit.

Accordingly the US Fish and Wildlife Service has recently issued a set of guidelines for

the siting and construction of new towers to help assure greater safety at towers for

migrating birds.

Bedford Audubon Society has recently adopted a resolution and set up a subcommittee

to promote awareness of the issue of cell towers and migrating birds, and to encourage

implementation in our area of simple conservation measures of the type outlined in the

USFWS guidelines.

The focus is on making towers safer - not on preventing the construction of�
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ava i l a b l e  o n  t h e  i n t e r n e t  a t :

http ://migratorybirds.fws.gov/issues/towe rs/comtow.htm l
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The mission of the Bedford Audubon
Society is to promote conservation
and protection of wildlife habitats in
the Northern Westchester and Eastern
Putnam region through education,
advocacy, nature study and
birdwatching.

We envision ourselves as an organiza-
tion that is:

• The recognized local authority on
birds and their habitats.

• A credible voice promoting
environmentally sound decisions on
local conservation issues.

•The leader in education on birds
and their habitats.

•A local information resource on
wildlife.

•Recognized for good use and wise
management of our wildlife
sanctuaries.

•Identified as a provider of high
quality programs and field trips

BEDFORD AUDUBON SOCIETY, INC.
35 Todd Road

Katonah, NY 10536

Web Site
 www.bedfordaudubon.org

Email
conservation@bedfordaudubon.org

Hotline
Tel. (914) 232-1999
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Brevard County, Florida recently passed a model ordinance for bird-friendly siting and

construction of communication towers incorporating many of the guidelines.

In our area such matters of planning and zoning are the concern of the local munici-

palities.  Individual municipalities can help achieve better protection of migratory birds

by being aware of the USFWS guidelines when considering applications for new com-

munication towers, or by passing ordinances that include the measures advised in the

guidelines as Brevard County has done.
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towers altogether.  The measures advised by the USFWS guidelines - such as encourag-

ing co-location wherever possible - dovetail neatly with other issues facing local govern-

ments when addressing the problems of new tower construction.


