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Large influx of snowy owls seen
Abundance of food leads to larger-than usual migration
Byline: Donyelle Davis
Snowy owls - familiar to many as Harry Potter's pet, Hedwig - have invaded New York, captivating experts
and attracting admirers.

The yellow-eyed pure white owls reside in the Arctic and have migrated in larger-than-usual numbers to the
Northeast. Some have even found a temporary home in Rochester.

"The snowy owl invasion of this year is the largest influx in the northeast part of the United States in
decades," said snowy owl researcher Tom McDonald, of Snowy Watch. "Some of those guys will be hanging
around into April."

McDonald said the migration season has been influenced by several factors. He said one reason is an increase
in food, such as lemmings, which boost snowy owl breeding, forcing young owls to leave the nest and
wander.

"It's not a matter of having too little to eat. It's having an abundance to eat at the onset of the breeding
season," McDonald said. "This year they have lots and lots of food, so we're going to end up with lots and
lots of snowy owls."

McDonald, who has dedicated more than 25 years to snowy owl research, said he has worked with about 18
owls that have been in good health this year.

"None of these birds are starving to death," McDonald said, dispelling previous concerns researchers have
had. "Snowy owls come down here in big numbers every three to five years."

McDonald said the owls tend to hang out near water to prey on waterfowl, which could explain sightings at
Charlotte Pier and Braddock Bay.

"They'll stay within a few miles of major waterways because they do take a lot of waterfowl," he said.

"Snowy owls are opportunistic."

Bird enthusiasts and photographers alike have flocked to areas where sightings have been common, to catch a
glance of the popular birds.
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Photographer Carrie Ann Grippo-Pike of Greece said she encountered two snowy owls in Irondequoit, where
she was able to capture images, now circulating through social media.

Grippo-Pike said she coincidentally ran into McDonald, who was preparing to tag an owl for research, in
early December at Charlotte Pier while she was attempting to take a photo of an owl on Summerville Pier
across the channel.

With luck and even more coincidence on her side, Grippo-Pike said after patiently waiting with a friend and
McDonald, she was able to capture images of two snowy owls at the same pier.

"It was amazing to see the grace yet power as (the snowy owl) circled a few times, floating in the breeze."
Grippo-Pike said. "It was truly an amazing, unexpected, totally unbelievable and unforgettable day both
personally and in my professional photography career."
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Carrie Ann Grippo-Pike
Local photographer Carrie Ann Grippo-Pike captured this image of a snowy owl in
flight in Irondequoit last month.
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