
 
 
February 18, 2020 
 
 
 
Andrew Schilling 
Design Project Manager 
Minneapolis Parks & Recreation Board 
 
Re: 26th Ave N Overlook Project & Potential Impacts on Migrating Birds 
 
Dear Mr. Schilling: 
 
I have completed my review of the materials you have provided regarding the 26th 
Avenue North Overlook Project (the “Project”) in Minneapolis, MN and its potential 
impacts on migrating birds. I conclude that the Project will likely have little, if any, 
measureable impact on migrating birds. Below are my thoughts and comments on 
several elements of this Project. 
 
 
The Project 
 
The Minneapolis Parks & Recreation Board is proposing to develop Riverlink, which 
includes a beacon with side-lighting, streetlights, walkway lights, and floodlights as part 
of a shoreline enhancement project at the 26th Avenue North Overlook. I have reviewed 
multiple materials provided by the Minneapolis Parks & Recreation Board including 
architectural and lighting plans. In addition, I have spoken by phone with employees of 
Minneapolis Parks & Recreation Board and lighting contractors. This analysis is focused 
primarily on the beacon’s potential impacts on night-migrating birds. 
 
 
Background 
 
Artificial light at night (ALAN) causes sky glow that is often brighter than the luminance 
of the natural sky. ALAN negatively affects a diverse array of animals, and the biological 
effects of ALAN may be particularly significant for migrating birds. While most birds are 
active primarily during the day, bird migration generally occurs at night. Migrating birds 
do not have specialized night vision; however, visual cues are essential for navigation 
during migration, and ALAN may alter night-migrating birds’ abilities to orient and 
navigate.  

 
Mortality of migrating birds at lighted structures has been documented globally, in a 
broad range of species, and over the many decades since ALAN began to appear in 



 
 

human-influenced landscapes. Hundreds of millions of birds, including night-migrating 
birds, die annually from collisions with human-built structures.  
 
Night-migrating birds appear to be attracted to ALAN – particularly bright, isolated light 
sources. In other words, night-migrating birds are phototaxic. When migrating birds fly to 
ALAN, they become disoriented and reluctant to leave the area of light – often resulting 
in migrants circling within the light source and colliding with the light source or other 
nearby structures or objects.  

 
Why night-migrating birds exhibit phototaxis and experience light-induced disorientation 
is not understood. Generally, the negative impacts of ALAN for migrating birds are 
associated with atmospheric conditions that already make migration difficult for birds, 
including low cloud ceiling, fog, and stalled or weak frontal boundaries between air 
masses. In addition, the color, direction, intensity, constancy, and isolation of ALAN can 
all impact migrants’ phototaxis.  
 
Documented methods to reduce fatal collisions of night-migrating birds because of 
ALAN include:  

 
• Turning off light source for all, or part, of the night during bird migration 
• Reducing light source brightness 
• Avoiding or minimizing red, yellow, or full spectrum (white) light  
• Avoiding steady-burning light through use of pulsing or intermittent light  
• Reducing upward light through shielding and through minimization of light 

source height 
 
 
Assessment of the Beacon’s Impacts on Migrating Birds 
 
Height: At 50 feet above the ground and 70 feet above the Mississippi River, the beacon 
is within the height range of many standard street lights for larger roadways, which 
generally range from 20-50 feet high (though heights vary greatly depending on the type 
of light being used and the area of the surface being lit). The altitude at which most 
birds migrate varies greatly based on species and weather conditions but, in general, 
usually ranges from 500 – 1,000 feet for small birds, but some birds can migrate at 
altitudes in excess of 20,000 feet. The beacon itself is generally below the likely flight 
path of most migrating birds – except, perhaps, during extreme weather events such as 
low cloud cover, fog, etc.  
 
Directionality: The proposed shielding of the beacon minimizes much of the potential 
upward light which will greatly reduce or even eliminate any attraction of the beacon to 
night-migrating birds. 
 
Brightness: At 3,366 lumens, the beacon’s maximum brightness is comparable to many 
common street lights and is not of an intensity that is likely to be, in and of itself, 
attractive to night-migrating birds.  



 
 

 
Isolation: Light sources that are isolated are more likely to attract migrating birds. The 
presence of other ALAN near the beacon will likely reduce any attraction of the beacon 
to migrating birds. However, I was not on-site to make any measurements of ALAN in 
the area of the beacon and am not able to make any more of a definitive evaluation or 
be more conclusive. 
 
Side-lighting: The beacon will have two vertical lights along its supporting pole which 
are designed be shielded so that light is emitted horizontally. I have not seen the design 
for the shielding, but if the shielding does prevent upward lighting, the side-lighting 
should have little, if any, impact on night-migrating birds. 
 
Conclusion: The science of how lighting impacts night-migrating birds is still in its 
infancy and great uncertainty remains. Even so, the beacon, as proposed, is unlikely to 
have any measureable impact on night-migrating birds. However, as noted above, 
during extreme weather events, night-migrating birds may attempt to fly below clouds 
and fog which may result in their collision with human structures, including unlit 
buildings. Consequently, isolated mortality events for night-migrating birds due to a 
collision with the Beacon remains a possibility, although an unlikely possibility. 
 
 
Comments on Other Project Lighting 
 
Streetlight: The streetlight associated with the Project appear to produce approximately 
3,800 lumens using a shallow skirt to reduce upward lighting. The lumens of the 
streetlights are well in line with traditional neighborhood streetlights and are less than 
many; the streetlight should have little, if any, impact on night-migrating birds. Note: a 
deep skirt would appear to reduce the lumens to approximately 3,500 lumens and 
further reduce upward lighting – though also reducing the area that can be lit by a single 
light. Whether the deep skirt option is feasible, is outside the bounds of this 
assessment. 
 
Walkway lights: The walkway lights are shielded from producing upward light with a 
maximum of 450 lumens each. These lights should have little to no impact on night-
migrating birds. 
 
Floodlights: Safety floodlights under the Project’s deck will produce upward lighting of 
approximately 1,800 lumens each. However, the deck itself appears to block upward 
lighting from these floodlights and should greatly reduce any potential impact on night-
migrating birds. 
 
 
Additional Potential Actions 
 
While the Project, as currently configured, should pose little, if any, threat to migrating 
birds, below are additional actions that could be considered. However, these actions are 



unlikely to have any measurable effect on the already low likelihood of the Project 
having a negative impact on night-migrating birds. 

Pulse: Steady-burning lights are more attractive to night-migrating birds than pulsing 
lights. Periodically dimming the beacon lights during migration may further reduce any 
attraction to night-migrating birds. 

Brightness: Brighter lights are more attractive to migrating birds. Reducing the 
brightness of Project lights during migration may further reduce any attraction of the 
Project’s lighting to night-migrating birds. 

Timing: Turning off the beacon at night during migration would eliminate any attraction 
of the beacon to night-migrating birds. Another alternative would be to reduce the hours 
the beacon is on during migration; for example, turning the beacon off from 12:00 am 
through 4:00 am. 

Color: Avoiding or minimizing colors in the red and yellow spectra during migration may 
further reduce any attraction of the Project’s lights to night-migrating birds. Light in the 
blue and green spectra is less attractive to night-migrating birds. 

Please do not hesitate to contact me with questions or concerns. 

Sincerely, 

J. Alan Clark, Ph.D., J.D.
Associate Professor
Program Coordinator – Conservation Biology
Department of Biological Sciences
Fordham University
441 E. Fordham Rd.
Bronx, NY 10458
(718) 817-3678
jaclark@fordham.edu

mailto:jaclark@fordham.edu
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