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Northern Montezuma Wetlands Complex
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(Red land acquisition boundary above is rough. See below for detail)
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Description: The 115,000 acre Montezuma Wetland Complex Focus Area is located just north of Cayuga Lake in the Finger Lakes Region and straddles Cayuga, Seneca and Wayne Counties. It includes approximately 9,000 acres of land managed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Montezuma NWR), 8,000 acres of land managed by the NY State Department of Environmental Conservation (Northern Montezuma Wildlife Management Area), 42 acres owned by The Nature Conservancy, and the remaining acres in rural, private ownership. 
The Montezuma Wetlands Complex Project Area is a 52,000 area within the 115,000 Focus Area where land acquisition, and public and private wildlife habitat restoration are priorities. The Montezuma Wetlands Complex project’s goal is to restore wetland remnants and drained wetland areas (including retiring agricultural lands), and to preserve and manage the existing ones. 
ISS surveys indicating significant numbers of shorebirds exist only for the Montezuma NWR, but there is no data for areas of the Complex outside the Refuge. As well, other substantial sources of shorebird survey data have only been identified for the Refuge. 
Outside of the Refuge, shorebirds are known to a lesser degree in the following areas: 

Northern Montezuma Wildlife Management Area: Includes Howland Island WMA, an area formed where the Erie Canal shortcuts a looping bend of the Seneca River.  It has numerous potholes surrounded by plots of agricultural fields.  A large muckland field at the end of Morgan Road, along the west side of the Seneca River in the Town of Savannah has the best potential for future shorebird habitat.  Shorebirds frequent the large mucklands alongside a wide shallow creek (name?) that crosses Route 31 one half mile west of where the Erie Canal crosses Route 31.  The low mucklands are presently farmed in row crops (primarily corn and soybeans), but will be managed by NYS DEC as wetland and moist soil impoundments when funding allows.  Shorebirds use these agricultural fields on migration if hydrology is suitable.
Savannah Mucklands: a large flat area of agricultural fields north and northeast of Montezuma NWR, straddling Route 31, and adjacent to the Northern Montezuma WMA. Historically, the mucklands were a vast expanse of swamps and marshes drained for agriculture (now mostly used to grow potatoes, corn, and soybeans. Increased emphasis on corn for ethanol is causing cropfields to command higher rental rates, and may influence a stronger demand for cropland in the region). Some farmers in the area have sold their land to state or federal government and the amount of public land around Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge is growing.

Vanderbilt Marsh: a private hunting club property of  approximately 1,000 acres on the south side of Route 31 F, north of Armitage Road near the west side of Montezuma NWR. Shorebirds can be observed here if the water level is optimum.  
Colvin Marsh: a 20-acre impoundment immediately west of the new Montezuma Audubon Center 1.7 miles north of Savannah) will be managed for shorebird use on migration. 

It has been suggested that more and more areas will be managed with shorebirds, marsh birds and waterfowl in mind, as time goes on. As the Complex is fairly new and still growing, the opportunity to restore wetlands will be contingent on funding and other resources.  Mike Morgan, President of the Friends of the Montezuma Wetlands Complex, pointed out that increased awareness of the need to manage for shorebirds has led to consideration of shorebird habitat when conducting drawdowns of impoundments whose primary function is to provide waterfowl habitat.  Scheduled drawdowns would have to be confirmed with land managers.
Besides Vanderbilt Marsh, large areas of privately-owned wetlands within the Complex include Black Creek Marsh Club (~500 acres) and Savannah Dhu Nature Preserve (~4,000 acres). These areas are primarily managed for waterfowl.

Access: 
Northern Montezuma WMA: open to the public, however, areas have been newly acquired and interior boundaries may not be well posted. Stop in at the Morgan Road Office, Montezuma Audubon Center, or check with Region 8 staff of the NYS DEC for an up-to-date map. The entire WMA is open for public use, including hunting, birding, hiking, etc.  Motorized vehicles are not allowed behind the gates.  However, motorized boats are allowed in the Seneca River and Crusoe Creek.  They are not allowed in impoundments, but canoes and other car-top boats are.
Savannah Mucklands: Route 31 is an elevated and busy road that bisects the Mucklands. There is little room to park other than at an abandoned potato barn. This area is predominantly privately owned.  Check with property owners before parking. Hunting is allowed in this area. 

Vanderbilt Marsh: The Marsh, formerly referred to as the Sink Hole Marsh, belongs to the Vanderbilt Marsh Club, Inc. and is private property. Public access is limited.  Contact the Vanderbilt Marsh Club (585-624-4095) for access information.
Directions: 

Northern Montezuma WMA: Located approximately mid-way between Rochester and Syracuse just 5 miles north of Route I-90. From Port Byron, go north on Route 38 (Conquest Road) for 1.5 miles, turn left onto Howland Island Road (accessible by foot only).
Alternatively, go north on Route 89 from Savannah, turn right onto Savannah Spring-Lake Road, turn Right on Carncross Road, cross the Canal and continue on to Howland (seasonally accessible by foot only).

Montezuma Audubon Center: from the village of Savannah, go north on Route 89 for about 1.7 miles to the Center (2295 Route 89)

NYS DEC Field Office: from the village of Savannah, go North on Route 89, turn right on Savannah-Spring Lake Road, then right on Morgan Road to the NYS DEC Field Office (1385 Morgan Road).  
Savannah Mucklands: The Savannah Mucklands are bisected by NYS Route 31 which runs more or less east/west and basically parallels the I-90 which is to the south. NYS Route 31 runs between the Villages of Port Byron and Montezuma to the east and Savannah to the west. 
From US Route 20 and NYS Route 5, turn north onto NYS Route 89 and keep going straight on State Route 89 through Montezuma NWR and across the Erie Canal. About 1 mile beyond the Canal, NYS Route 89 makes a sharp right turn at a 4-way intersection (Armitage Road turns to the west and Hogback Road continues north to Route 31 on the west side of the Village of Savannah). At this 4-way intersection, turn right to remain on NYS Route 89 and continue to the intersection at NYS Route 31. An enormous expanse of agricultural fields bisected by the raised roadbed of Route 31 beyond and to the east is the Savannah Mucklands. 

Armitage Road: Follow the above directions, but turn left onto Armitage Road (where Route 89 makes a sharp right turn). Shorebirds can be viewed in the fields on either side of the Road, as long as conditions are suitable. Vanderbilt Marsh is directly north of the agricultural fields.
Survey Method: Ground surveys. Details TBD.
Selection Bias: The amount of suitable habitat varies due to management efforts, probably affecting the distribution of shorebirds between “managed” wetland habitats and agricultural lands.  As the amount of suitable habitat decreases, shorebirds may disperse and utilize less-optimal, widely dispersed agricultural lands.
Measurement error: Agricultural fields are generally wide open so all shorebirds within viewing distance should be identifiable. Some fields may be difficult to access. The fields at the Audubon Office and at the NYS DEC Office are both visible; however some fields are not accessible for viewing from roads or other access points.
Measurement bias: Observer effort and bias should be documented if possible.  An observer’s ID skills and proficiency may improve over time especially as they learn what to expect in an area.  Differences in ID skills also exist between observers.  Inexperienced observers may elect to “study” with a skilled observer until they are more confident of their identifications.  However, we encourage birders of all levels to participate in PRISM surveys. 
Pilot Studies: needed
Local Contacts: Linda Ziemba (Montezuma National Wildlife Refuge); Jim Eckler, NYS DEC biologist (Northern Montezuma Wetlands Project).
Additional Resources:

Northern Montezuma Wetlands Complex/Project

http://www.fws.gov/r5mnwr/m8-wl.html
New York State Department of Environmental Conservation http://www.dec.state.ny.us/
Friends of the Montezuma Wetlands Complex  http://friendsofmontezuma.org/index.html
Also contact the Nature Conservancy for their map, available in PDF format.
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