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Summary: 

Ms. Watrous’ testimony discusses her evaluation of the potential impacts of the proposed Hawk 
Rock meteorological tower (“MET tower”) on peregrine falcon habitat, and on rare, threatened, or 
endangered (“RTE”) avian and bat species.  She concludes that the Hawk Rock MET tower would 
not have an undue adverse impact on peregrine falcon habitat or on RTE avian or bat species.  
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Q. What are your name, occupation, and business address? 1 

Response:  My name is Kristen Watrous.  I am a wildlife biologist with Stantec.  Our office is 2 

located at 55 Green Mountain Drive, South Burlington, Vermont, 05403. 3 

 4 

Q. Please provide your qualifications and experience. 5 

Response:  I received a Master’s of Science degree in Wildlife Biology from the University of 6 

Vermont in 2006.  For my degree I studied Indiana bats in the Champlain Valley.  From 7 

2006 to 2007 I studied bobcats in Northern Vermont as a research assistant.  I have worked 8 

at Stantec from 2007 to the present.  My complete resume is attached as Exhibit SMW-9 

KW-1. 10 

 11 

Q. Have you previously testified before the Public Service Board or in other 12 

administrative or judicial proceedings? 13 

Response:  No. 14 

 15 

Q. What is the purpose of your testimony? 16 

Response:  Seneca Mountain Wind, LLC (“SMW”) has retained me as part of the Stantec 17 

team to, among other things, assess the potential impacts of Seneca’s MET tower project on 18 

avian and bat species.  I have been informed that the Public Service Board Hearing Officer 19 

limited the issues to be addressed in the evidentiary hearing to include, among others, the 20 

possibly adverse effect of the Hawk Rock MET tower installation on peregrine falcon 21 
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habitat and on rare, threatened, or endangered (“RTE”) species.  My testimony will focus on 1 

those issues only.  2 

 3 

Q. Please summarize your review of peregrine falcon habitat at the Hawk Rock MET 4 

tower site. 5 

 Response:  We reviewed the listing status of peregrine falcons in Vermont and determined 6 

that they are no longer listed as rare, threatened or endangered in the State.  They are now 7 

listed as a “species of greatest conservation need” in Vermont’s Wildlife Action Plan, which 8 

prioritizes how the State allocates its conservation funds. 9 

The cliff face adjacent to the Hawk Rock MET tower site is a known historic 10 

peregrine falcon nesting site.  As a result, we reviewed historic records of peregrine activity 11 

at Hawk Rock (Fowle and Wohlfort 2007, Fowle et al. 2010) (previously produced to the 12 

Town of Newark in discovery).  Peregrine falcons have occupied Hawk Rock in 4 of 26 13 

years between 1984 and 2010.  Nesting was successful in 3 of these 4 years.  Prior to 2012, 14 

the last successful nesting year at Hawk Rock was in 2006. 15 

In March and April 2012 we developed a work plan for bird and bat surveys related 16 

to a potential wind project, which was reviewed in coordination with the Agency of Natural 17 

Resources.  As part of the 2012 work plan, we included a survey to monitor the Hawk Rock 18 

site in order to determine whether or not it was active.   19 

  Once nesting activity was confirmed (on May 11, 2012), Stantec, The Audubon 20 

Society, and Vermont Fish and Wildlife Department jointly monitored the site to determine 21 
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whether chicks hatched and fledged.  One visit was conducted with The Audubon Society 1 

and the Vermont Fish and Wildlife Department (on June 7, 2012), and two visits were 2 

conducted with The Audubon Society (June 19 and July 2, 2012), to monitor peregrine 3 

activity.  Monitoring confirmed that three chicks hatched and three chicks fledged.  4 

Monitoring was conducted from the road below the cliff face and the large turnaround at the 5 

entrance to the Hawk Rock property (adjacent to route 114), where the best view of the 6 

peregrine eyrie was obtained through spotting scopes. 7 

Stantec conducted a fall raptor survey, again as part of the potential wind project 8 

assessment, from a large clearing adjacent to the Hawk Rock cliff face to document 9 

migrating raptors.  Twelve survey days were completed, with each day lasting from 10 

approximately 0900 to 1600.  Over 77 survey hours, there were 3 peregrine falcon 11 

observations.  During the three observations, peregrine falcons were observed flying over 12 

the adjacent valley and above the Hawk Rock cliff face itself; perching was observed at or 13 

above the cliff face.  Peregrine falcons were not observed flying over the ridgeline. 14 

  The nest site monitoring survey and the fall raptor survey were conducted in the 15 

vicinity of the proposed MET tower location, at locations that afforded good views of the 16 

cliff face.  We did not conduct any surveys within the footprint of the Hawk Rock MET 17 

tower site given:  18 

 the limited nature and scope of the potential impact,  19 

 the fact that the habitat in this area is not unique,  20 
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 the fact that the area was clear cut approximately 30 years ago (+/-) and has 1 

experienced repeated clearing due to the long history of timber harvest in the area, 2 

and, 3 

 the fact that tree clearing will occur outside the nesting season for peregrine falcons. 4 

With respect to the evaluation of a potential future wind project, we conducted several 5 

surveys for birds and bats throughout the area and in the vicinity of the proposed MET 6 

tower.  Further, we visited the footprint of the MET tower site during the PSB site visit on 7 

July 17, 2012. 8 

In addition to on-site monitoring and review of historic peregrine falcon activity 9 

data, we reviewed other information in order to inform our opinion of direct and indirect 10 

impacts to peregrine falcons from installation of the MET tower at Hawk Rock.  We 11 

consulted with Margaret Fowle (The Audubon Society) regarding potential impacts of a 12 

temporary MET tower and its associated tree clearing.  Ms. Fowle, an ornithologist focusing 13 

on peregrine falcons, recommended that seasonal restrictions on maintenance of the tower 14 

be limited to periods outside the breeding season; that guy wires be made more visible to 15 

peregrine falcons and other raptors; and that regular monitoring of the site be conducted to 16 

determine if there is an impact to the falcons once the tower is erected.  Given those 17 

guidelines, Ms. Fowle indicated that she does not oppose the location of the Hawk Rock 18 

MET tower, although she recognized that it was not possible to completely eliminate all risk 19 

of impact.  As discussed more below, I agree with these recommendations, and also agree 20 

that while it is not possibly to completely eliminate potential negative impacts, the risks are 21 

low and not undue.  22 
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Finally, we reviewed the seasonal restrictions for the Hawk Rock site related to 1 

peregrine falcons which were agreed upon by Seneca Mountain Wind, LLC, and ANR (see 2 

prefiled testimony of John Soininen).  Those restrictions limit construction to the period of 3 

August through mid-February during a year with peregrine falcon activity; limits 4 

maintenance activities (battery checks and datacard switch-outs) to monthly checks, and 5 

limits other types of maintenance activities (cable tension adjustments, sensor replacement) 6 

to August unless there is no peregrine activity in that year.  We understand that in addition 7 

to these seasonal restrictions, SMW has agreed to ANR’s request to include the use of bird 8 

deflectors on guy lines of the Hawk Rock MET tower. 9 

 10 

Q. Did you identify peregrine falcon habitat at or near the Hawk Rock MET tower site? 11 

 Response:  Yes.  Peregrine falcons were confirmed to be nesting in the cliff face 12 

approximately 700’ away from the proposed Hawk Rock tower during the 2012 nesting 13 

season.  Three chicks were confirmed to have successfully fledged from this site. 14 

 15 

Q. Will the project have any potential direct impacts on peregrine falcon habitat at the 16 

Hawk Rock MET tower site? 17 

 Response:  Peregrine falcon habitat could be directly impacted by the project if their nesting 18 

habitat was removed or made otherwise unavailable to them.  However, the MET tower will 19 

not directly impact nesting habitat, as the nesting site is 700’ away from the tower itself, 500’ 20 

away from the clearing boundary, and half-way down the cliff.  Further, direct impacts could 21 
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occur if peregrine falcons collided with a man-made structure such as the tower or its guy 1 

lines during the nesting season.  However, it is my opinion that this is very unlikely, given 2 

the high maneuverability of the birds, the fact that their activity should be concentrated over 3 

the adjacent valley, and activity over the ridgeline should primarily be for travel, which is 4 

likely slower and higher altitude flight.  And, the application of bird deflectors on MET 5 

tower guy lines should further reduce the risk of direct impacts due to collision with guy 6 

lines. 7 

 8 

Q.  Will the project have any potential for indirect impacts on peregrine falcon habitat at 9 

or near the Hawk Rock MET tower site?   10 

Response:  The nesting habitat could be indirectly impacted if an activity was occurring at or 11 

near it that affected the normal nesting or foraging behavior of peregrine falcons at the site.  12 

Removal of approximately an acre of forest and installation of the MET tower 13 

approximately 700’ from the peregrine nesting site will not indirectly impact peregrine 14 

falcons because tree removal and installation will occur outside of the nesting season.  15 

Further, seasonal restrictions on maintenance activities will limit human presence near the 16 

nesting site.  Since there will be a buffer of existing trees between the MET tower clearing 17 

and the top of the cliff face, the presence of maintenance staff during restricted times would 18 

not be expected to affect peregrine falcon behavior at the site.   19 

 20 
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Q. Do you have any recommendations for steps that Seneca Mountain Wind, LLC 1 

should take with respect to the peregrine falcon habitat near the Hawk Rock MET 2 

tower site? 3 

 Response:  Yes, SMW should implement the conditions agreed to with ANR.  It is my 4 

opinion that the seasonal restrictions for construction and the application of bird deflectors 5 

on guy lines will avoid any effect that the Hawk Rock MET tower might have on peregrine 6 

falcons.  SMW and ANR have agreed to seasonal restrictions on construction to address 7 

impacts to both peregrine falcons and black bear feeding habitat.  The combination of 8 

timing restrictions for both resources results in construction at Hawk Rock being limited to: 9 

 August, December, January, or early February if peregrine falcons are confirmed 10 

present, or 11 

 May 2 through August, December, January, or early February if peregrine falcons are 12 

confirmed absent (by May 1). 13 

This successfully limits any tree clearing and MET tower installation to times which are 14 

outside of the peregrine nesting season.  As a result, there will be no indirect impacts on 15 

peregrine falcons due to activity in the vicinity of their nesting habitat.  Further, maintenance 16 

activities are restricted: 17 

 Battery checks and datacard switch-outs are limited to monthly checks due to their 18 

minor staff requirements (1 person) and limited time requirement (30 to 60 minutes), 19 

and, 20 
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 Cable tension adjustments and sensor replacements are limited to August (unless 1 

there is no peregrine activity in that year) due to their longer time requirement and 2 

larger staff requirements. 3 

This successfully limits human activity at the MET tower site.  Since there will be a buffer of 4 

existing trees between the MET tower clearing and the top of the cliff face, the presence of 5 

maintenance staff during the restricted times would not be expected to affect peregrine 6 

falcon behavior at the site. 7 

As noted above, SMW has also agreed to apply bird deflectors to the guy lines of the 8 

MET tower at Hawk Rock.  Bird deflectors are devices attached to guy lines that make them 9 

more visible. 10 

Even without such deflectors, the MET tower presents a low risk to peregrine 11 

falcons (from a collision with tower or its guy wires), due to their highly maneuverable 12 

nature; diurnal flight that allows them to see guy lines; and activity patterns that primarily 13 

occur out over the adjacent valley and not above the ridgeline.  Even so, the application of 14 

bird deflectors is an additional measure that should further reduce the already low risk of 15 

collision with guy lines.   16 

 17 

Q. Based on your evaluation of the project site and understanding of the project, will the 18 

installation or operation of the proposed Hawk Rock MET tower result in an undue 19 

adverse impacts to peregrine falcon habitat? 20 
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 Response:  No undue adverse impacts are expected.  Removal of approximately an acre of 1 

forest and installation of the MET tower approximately 700’ from the peregrine nesting site 2 

will not indirectly impact peregrine falcons because tree removal and installation will occur 3 

outside of the nesting season.  The temporary MET tower will not directly impact nesting 4 

habitat, as the nesting site is 700’ away from the tower itself, 500’ away from the clearing 5 

boundary, and half-way down the cliff.  Peregrine falcons could theoretically be impacted by 6 

collision with a man-made structure such as the tower or its guy lines during the nesting 7 

season.  However, it is my opinion that this is very unlikely, given the high maneuverability 8 

of the birds, the fact that their activity should be concentrated over the adjacent valley, and 9 

activity over the ridgeline should primarily be for travel, which is likely slower and higher 10 

altitude flight.  And, the application of bird deflectors on MET tower guy lines should 11 

further reduce the risk of direct impacts due to collision with guy lines. 12 

 13 

Q. Please provide your assessment of the potential impacts of the MET towers on RTE 14 

avian and bat species at the Hawk Rock MET tower site. 15 

 Response:  We determined the forest stand classification through discussions with 16 

Arrowwood, and then reviewed the Vermont list of RTE avian and bat species to identify 17 

any species expected to be in that type of habitat.  Further, with respect to the evaluation of 18 

a potential future wind project, we have been and continue to conduct several surveys for 19 

birds and bats throughout the area and in the vicinity of the proposed MET tower.  These 20 

studies will, when complete, provide information on species (or species group) composition 21 

throughout the areas that may be proposed for the wind project.  A breeding bird survey, 22 
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including a playback survey for Bicknell’s thrush, included a survey point located 915’ from 1 

the proposed MET tower.  An acoustic bat detector survey included a bat detector deployed 2 

on the road 530’ from the proposed MET tower.   3 

  Stantec did not conduct breeding bird and acoustic bat surveys within the footprint 4 

of the proposed MET tower site because potential impacts to avian and bat species from 5 

MET towers are considered to be very low by most state and federal agencies, as evidenced 6 

by results of standardized mortality searches at MET towers.  It is Stantec’s understanding 7 

that mortality searches at MET towers are rarely required by state or federal agencies given 8 

the low instance of mortality (for example, MET towers are not mentioned as sources of 9 

mortality in the US Fish and Wildlife Survey’s Wind Energy Guidelines [2012]).  In a review 10 

of 68 publicly-available post-construction mortality monitoring studies, only 14 included 11 

searching for carcasses below guyed MET towers.  In these studies, 30 MET towers were 12 

searched using standardized protocols.  Zero bat carcasses were found.   13 

In the 14 studies reviewed, one small bird carcass was found at a MET tower in 14 

Texas (Miller 2008), two small birds were found in Colorado (Schmidt et al. 2003), and one 15 

small bird was found in West Virginia (Young et al. 2010).  The most significant bird 16 

mortality at a MET tower was documented in Wyoming, where 33 small birds were found 17 

over 3.5 years at 5 searched MET towers (Young et al. 2003).  This equates to annual 18 

mortality of 8 birds per MET tower per year, a finding that seems to be unique to this 19 

particular wind facility.  Excluding this study in Wyoming (which is in significantly different 20 

habitat than found in New England), all bird mortality documented at MET towers was of 21 
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common species.  No bird mortality at MET towers has been documented in the Northeast 1 

during standardized surveys. 2 

Citations for the 14 post-construction monitoring studies which searched for 3 

mortality below guyed MET towers (previously produced to Newark Neighbors United in 4 

discovery) are as follows:  Johnson et al. 2003ab (as cited in Fiedler 2004), Schmidt et al. 5 

2003, Young et al. 2003, Fiedler 2004, Kerns and Kerlinger 2004, Arnett et al. 2005, Jain 6 

2005, Derby et al. 2007, Miller et al. 2008, Stantec 2008, Stantec 2009, Young et al. 2009ab, 7 

Young et al. 2010.  Additional citation:  USFWS 2012. 8 

 9 

Q. Please describe any RTE avian or bat species or signs of RTE avian or bat species at 10 

or near the Hawk Rock MET tower site. 11 

 Response:  Stantec visited footprint of the site during the PSB site visit on July 17, 2012.  12 

Stantec visited the vicinity of the site every two weeks from April through October to 13 

download data from the nearby acoustic bat detector, and during breeding bird surveys, 14 

which were conducted over two weeks in June.  As noted above, with respect to the 15 

evaluation of a potential future wind project, we are conducting several surveys for birds and 16 

bats throughout the area and in the vicinity of the proposed MET tower.  No RTE avian 17 

species were detected in the vicinity of the site at the nearest breeding bird survey point, 18 

approximately 915’ away from the proposed tower.  Data analysis is not complete for the 19 

nearest acoustic bat detector. 20 
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  While there is some theoretical potential for a RTE avian species to be present in or 1 

near the footprint of the site, it is unlikely.  The forest stand at the site is composed of early 2 

successional northern hardwood forest, which is common throughout the state and which 3 

generally supports common avian species.   4 

Likewise, there is some theoretical potential for a RTE bat species to be present in or 5 

near the footprint of the site.  It is unlikely that any RTE bat species would be roosting 6 

within the footprint, since the forest stand is composed of early successional northern 7 

hardwood forest, which is characterized by small-diameter trees and a cluttered understory.  8 

It is possible that a RTE bat species could use the area for foraging, although the 9 

characteristics of this forest stand are also suboptimal for foraging.   10 

As noted above, we did not conduct any breeding bird or acoustic bat surveys within 11 

the actual footprint of the Hawk Rock MET tower site given: (i) the limited nature and 12 

scope of the potential impact, (ii) the fact that habitat in this area is not unique, (iii) the fact 13 

that the area was clear cut approximately 30 years ago (+/-) and has experienced repeated 14 

clearing due to the long history of timber harvest in the area, and, (iv) the fact that tree 15 

clearing will occur outside the nesting season and roosting season for birds and bats, 16 

respectively. 17 

 18 

Q. Will the installation or operation of the Hawk Rock MET tower result in any undue 19 

adverse impacts on any RTE avian or bat species?   20 
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 Response:  No undue adverse impacts are expected.  Direct impacts could occur if trees are 1 

removed while birds are nesting or bats are roosting in the trees.  Given the forest stand 2 

characteristics of a young stand with small diameter trees, and surveys in the vicinity of the 3 

area, it is unlikely that any RTE avian species are present at the site.   4 

Likewise, given the forest stand characteristics of a young stand with small diameter 5 

trees and a closed understory, it is unlikely that any RTE bat species are present at the site.  6 

Further, if there is a RTE bird or bat species present at the site, there will be no direct 7 

impact because forest removal will occur outside the breeding and roosting season for birds 8 

and bats, respectively, due to the seasonal clearing restrictions placed on the site for 9 

peregrine falcons.   10 

  Indirect impacts could occur if removal of habitat displaces a RTE bird or bat 11 

species.  Since it is unlikely that they are present, indirect impacts to RTE bird and bat 12 

species are also unlikely.  However, if any RTE bird or bat species use this site, the 13 

abundance of forest cover surrounding the proposed area will provide nearby habitat for any 14 

displaced individuals.   15 

  Finally, removal of early successional, cluttered habitat could benefit RTE bat species 16 

at the site.  All RTE bat species in Vermont roost in large diameter trees, and forage along 17 

forest edges and in small clearings.  Most known roost trees are located in fragmented areas 18 

on the edges of roads and fields because these types of locations allow several hours of 19 

direct sun exposure each day, as well as easy access to roost trees from travel corridors and 20 

foraging areas.  Recommended forest management actions for these bat species involve: 21 

daylighting roost trees, releasing shagbark hickories, and releasing mast trees; all actions 22 
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which involve removing trees in order to allow direct sunlight to reach either a potential 1 

roost tree or the forest floor.   2 

 3 

Q. Does this conclude your testimony at this time? 4 

 Response:  Yes, it does. 5 

 6 

 7 

4840-8040-7313, v.  9 8 


