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The Olympic Vulture Study has been operating for six years on

Washington's
Olympic peninsula. The site is at Tongue Point, in Salt Creek County Park,

a marine sanctuary '16 miles west of Port Angeles. Tongue Point juts into

the Strait of Juan de Fuca, the body of water separating Canada and the

United States. The width of the strait at this site is about 17 km, or 12

miles, one of the narrowest points.
The study was established in 1992 to search out the route taken by the

many turkey vultures which congregate at the southern tip of Vancouver
lsland, British Columbia, each September-October. The site is directly
across from the vultures' staging area at Rocky Point/East Sooke Regional
Park, just west of Victoria. The site is in operation 7 days a week, from

0800-1700. Canadian hawkwatches are held also (but not daily) and, when
possible, results are coordinated.
It has been established that the turkey vulture population, for the most

part, does indeed cross in a narrow band from Vancouver lsland to
Washington - most have been seen within a 4-5 mile stretch of coastline.
Weather has seemed to be a factor, the vultures preferring pleasant days
with winds from the SE at 3-5 mph. 1996 was this type of 'good weather'
year, and the total count for three weeks was 1,899 turkey vultures, the
highest count ever. The highest daily count, 61 1 birds, was also recorded
in 1996.
1997 (16 Sept-O8 Oct) was entirely different as far as weather. Rain,

strong fronts, winds from the north and southwest, and much 'blustery'
weather were the norm. While our totals were less, it didn't stop the
vultures. They flew in everything except heavy rains, kettled far out over
the water, and seemed to do everything in the book we'd never seen them
do
before giving us even more problems to look into and try to solve.
Following are our 'l 997 results:

Turkey Vulture 1 ,261
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Osprey 7
Bald Eagle 13
Northern Harrier 4
Sharp-shinned Hawk 2

Red{ailed Hawk 13

Merlin 3
Peregrine Falcon
Unid raptor 2
Unid falcon 1

Future objectives for the vulture study are to continue to monitor the
Salt Creek site and to investigate other aspects of vulture biology and
migration which have surfaced because of the study. There is much
speculation as to just how far north this population extends. Most think
it is not far north of the Georgia Strait and many wonder how such a
sizeable population comes from just the island and the northern strait.
We
would like to investigate this by talking with some of the many
cooperators
in the study and by direct observation during July or August when the
young
vultures would be fledged and scavenging with the parent birds, i.e.,
obsevable in flight, etc.

We are also interested in finding out more about the kettling of the
vultures out over the waters of the strait. Normally, birds such as
raptors do not kettle because the thermal activity is far different than
over land, if existing at all. Along a similar line, I have found there is
a radar station on the north peninsula coast that might share radar data;
we would like to investigate this, especially after watching the spring
arrival flights on the Nexrad web site of the tens of thousands of
broad-winged hawks and other migrants approaching the Texas coastline.
Tracing vulture flight across the Strait of Juan de Fuca would pinpoint
exactly the route, the time, and possible other items of interest.

A sideline of the study has been the opportunity to report observed
rarities to the state committee on rare birds. A first record for the area
was 54 brown pelicans during one hour on one day, 28 September. These
have
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been reported to the Records Committee of the Washington Ornithological
Society. While brown pelicans were seen most days in 1997, this was a
record number for the site and the area. Last year, our report of three
brown pelicans was one of the first for the inner waters of Puget Sound.

EXPENSES for 1997 at Salt Creek only were as follows:

Ferries $28.90
Mileage, 332 miles @ $ .32 106.24
Campsite 220.00
Meals, 20 days @ $15 (2 people) 300.00
Postage, copies, telephone 185.00
Film 24.00

Grant monies received: NERI, $500.00

****** ****** **********
****** ******

RAPTORS COUNTED ATTHE SALT CREEK COUNW PARK,

WASHINGTON SITE, 1992-1997

SPEC|ES 1992 1993 1994

Turkey Vulture
Osprey 1

Bald Eagle 6
Northern Harrier
Sharp-shinned Hawk
Cooper's Hawk
Northern Goshawk
Red-tailed Hawk

1995 1996 1997 TOTALS

1,029 782 1,899 1,261 6,765
7 19
1319
2 9 4 17
7 232 91
4 0 14
102
6 37 50 13 150
101
002
204
3 15
1 5 '10

10 3 21

649
3
5

1

0

1 ,145
224
7 15 12
002
36 11 12
324
100
33 '11

000
002
200
037
400
213

Rough-legged Hawk 0
Golden Eagle 0
American Keatrel 0
Merlin O 2
Peregrine Falcon 0
Unidentified Falcon 2

YEARLYTOTALS 728 1,189 1 ,061 857 2,023 1 ,311 7,169
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OLYMPIC

VUIJIURE

STUDY

The Olympic Vulture Study is a research and education projecl located at Salt Creek

County Park, 16 miles west of Port Angeles, Washington. The study is a long-term

project monitoring Turkey Vultures and other raptors during thcir fall migration

from Vancouver Island across the Strait of Juan de Fuca. Hundreds ol' volunleers

from British Columbia and Washington partictpate each year in helping census these

large migrants. Turkey Vulture biology throughout the Norlhwest is a secondary aim

of the study as is public wildlife viewing, involvement, and education.



W hy Were'l' he Y Gathered?

E:rrly in September, Turkey Vultures and

other raptors (eagles, hawks and falcons)

gather together all across North America to

begin their long journey south for the winter.

Locally, by mid to late September, they begin

drifting dorvn the ridges and valleys of
Vancouver Island, British Columbia. After
milling around over East Sooke Park,

Victoria and the Sydney area, they reach their
gathering spot at Rocky Point on the southem

tip o[ Vancouver Island. There they can be

sccn in groups of 40-400 catching the warm

thermals of late fall, rising up and gliding off
across thc sky.

Erentuall), these groups catch the urge to

migrate and begin moving south. The route

thc vultures took south lvas a mystery. Did
thcse hearty migrants brave the Strait of Juan

de Fuca or did they island-hop down the Gulf
lslands in B.C. and San Juan Islands of Puget

Sound?

Where Do They Go?

At this point, rve have lots of ideas, but little
evidence rvhere they go. We do know that
the Turkey Vultures from Vancouver Island
join those on Washington's Olympic Penin-
sula heading south for California. Perhaps
they remain in Calilomia or they may join
up with the thousands of other Turkey Vul-
tures that pass through California's Kern
Valley every fall heading further south. In
1996 there rvere over 33,00O passing through
the Kern Valley making it the largest vulture
migration in North America.

Whatever their final destination, it is rela-
tively impossible to know for sure without
tagging or marking some of these migrants.
Presently, there are no such studies taking
place in the Northwest.



Whot is Thc Olympic Vrtlhue Shdy?

Prior to 1992 when the stud5: bggar, 11*1.

u'as kno$ n about the actual migration route
of the Vancouver Island Turkcy Vultures.
In September of 1992, the Olympic Vulture
Study was founded by Diann MacRae,
former chairman of the Harvk Migralion
Association of North America. MacRae and
her assislant, Ann van der Geld, located a

suitable observation spot at Salt Creek
County Park, 16 miles west of Port Angeles.

1997 is the sixth year of the study. Through
the first five years, the team counted 5,0OO

Turkey Vultures crossing the Strait of Juan de
Fuca to arrive within a four-mile coastal area
of Washington state. Other raptors are
monitored as well with Red-lailed Harvks,
Sharp-shinned Hawks, and Bald Eagles the
most numerous.

Data gathered on annual migrations is pub-
lished in a summary report and also added to
statistics on several national databases.

This research yields important information
on raptor population trends. Significant
declines can trigger an alarm that there may
be environmenlal changes such as diminish-
ing habitat, pesticides or other factors affect-
ing their life cycle.
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The Olympic Vulture Study is an indepen-

dent research project that has been supported

by thc Han'k Migration Association of North
America, the Norths'est Ecological Research

Institute, and numerous pri'r'ale donations.

While the study focuses on gathering statis-

tics on Turkey Vulture migration, public

education on vultures and other beneficial
raptors is equally important. The Olympic
Vulture Study rlelcomes your questions

about the project or your support as a donor.

Come visit us at the obsen'ation site u'hich is

active during the migration, from mid-
September to mid-October.

Olympic Vulture Study

22622 - 53rd At'enue S.E.

Bothell, WA 98021
(425) 4at-2797

e-mail: tvulture@ scn.org

Brochure funded by

Washington Omithological
Societl'

ln 1996, over 2,000 nwaling
Twkey Wtures nd o rcr

raptors gaheed at he suthem
tp ol Vannuver lsland, Briilsh Cofurnhia

Why were they gathered?

Where do they go?

OLYMPIC VULTURE STUDY

at

Sall Creek County Park

Joyce, Washingon


