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Black Rock, Schunnemunk F orests Named V1tal Bird Habitat

Designation:
celebrates regional

By Jeff Simms

lack Rock and Schunne-
Bmunk forests have been designat-

ed Important Bird Areas (IBA) by
Audubon New York brmglng the total to
more than 350,000 Hudson Valley acres
deemed critical bird habitat.

As many as 160 bird species have been
known to hve in Black Rock alone, where
the de51gnat10n was announced on June
4. About two dozen of those species — in-

cluding cerulea'n warblers, wood thrush
and prairie warblers — are considered

threatened, accordlng to Audubon.
“IBAs are the most important places

on earth for birds,” said Erin Crotty, the

executive director of Audubon New York:
“Large, contiguous forests, like this IBA,
are crucial to the survival of breeding for-
est songbirds.”

Black Rock and Schunnemunk together

cover nearly 15, 000 acres. By adding them
to the existing Hudson ‘Highlands West
IBA, which includes parts of Storm King
State Park and lands west of Schunnemunk,
Audubon has designated a huge swath of
lower New York as the type of healthy, well-

managed forest that’s necessary to host di- -

verse, thriving bird populations.

“These are birds that require large
tracts of contiguous forest. They just can’t
survive in small patches,” explained Bill
Schuster, the executive director of the
Black Rock Forest Consortium, the orga-
nization that manages the 3,800-plus-acre
forest. Without that connectivity, Schus-
ter said, birds are more likely to suffer
increased predation, disease and parasit-

ism. “FOrtunéft'ely, we’ve got that (connec-
tivity) in the nghlands — on both sides
of the river.”

While Black Rock and Schunnemunk
are both located in Orange County, as the
crow (or blue-winged warbler) flies, the
lands are just minutes from Philipstown
and Cold Spring.

“The Hudson River is a real physwal
barrier to people. You have to drive your

car and pay a toll,” sald Eric Lind, the
director of the 270-acre Putnam County
‘Constitution Marsh also des1gnated an

IBA by Audubon. “But from a bird’s point

of view, it’s a matter of minutes."
The deciduous forests of Harrlman ‘and

Fahnestock state parks are remarkably simi-

lar to Black Rock and Schunnemunk in type

and the species they support, L1nd added.
On this 51de of the river, other places

like the Cornish Estate and Breakneck

Ridge provide tremendous natural diver-

- sity for nesting birds, skinks, snakes and
other Wlldhfe spec1es according to Cold
,Sprlng birder Lew Kingsley. “This is an
unusual habitat because of the streams,

meadows, marches‘and woodland fring-
es,” he said. “It’s an amazing area for a
diverse bird population.” .

For the western nghlands region,
which fa,ces ‘development threats along
Route 32 and the New York Thruway in
particular, the IBA designation is a “very
big step and a very big, deal,” he said.

While having an IBA within its bound-

aries doesn’t bind local municipalities in

~ plans as well as the review of

- “This designation can be a
,A<s1gn1ﬁcant tool for commu-
- nity and land use planners in

Orange County Planning Com-

any way, Schuster said he’s hopeful that
planning boards and other government
bodies will recognize the importance of
Audubon’s announcement. Ini-
tial feedback seems favorable.

“Birds give us a lot of joy,” Schus-
ter said, “but they give us a lot of other
things that are unappreciated, too.”

both the preparation of area

development proposals,” said
missioner David E. Church. “By
knowing in advance where im-
portant habitat is, we can be
smarter about our activities
and investments, and we can
proactively avoid or lessen im-
pacts fmm 'pulghc and prlvate ,‘
land develop ment decisions.”
If birds are allowed to thrive,
species like the wood thrush
will contmue to provxde the
choral backdrop to the reglon S
outdoors, whlle also perform-
ing natural, otherwise useful
functions, Schuster said. By
keeping numbers of the inva-
sive gypsy moth at bay, for in-
stance, blrds have now natural—
threat. Birds also playf
a Vlta.l role in seed dispersal,
which keeps _cherries, grapes
and other native plants gener-
ating. ‘

From top, scarlet tanager fledgllng (Photo by Terryanne
* Maenza-Gmelch); a cerulean warbler, a threatened
bird that thrives in Black Rock Forest; juvenile
pine siskin; blue jay fledgling (photos provided) — all
pictured at Black Rock Forest.




