
AN EPHEMERAL SHOREBIRD HABITAT AT CEDAR OVERLOOK 
BEACH, SUFFOLK COUNTY, NEW YORK 

Birders have long been accustomed to visiting the traditional areas 
on Long Island where shorebirds concentrate during fall migration. 
These locations include Jamaica Bay Wildlife Refuge, the Line Islands in 
South Oyster Bay, the mud flats around Moriches Inlet, and the sod 
farms north of Riverhead. The late 1980's saw the emergence of Cedar 
Overlook Beach as a shorebirding area comparable to any of the 
established Long Island shorebirding localities. In the four year period 
1989-1992, thirty-six (pending approval of Rufous-necked Stint by the 
New York State Avian Records Committee) species of shorebirds were 
recorded by birders at Cedar Overlook Beach. This article examines 
shoreline changes in the vicinity of Cedar Overlook Beach that resulted 
in the creation of ephemeral shorebird habitat, reviews the status of 
various shorebird species found at this location, and discusses the 
trends in beach erosion and accretion at Cedar Overlook Beach and how 
these trends impact shorebird populations. 

Cedar Overlook Beach (hereafter "Overlook") and Cedar Beach are 
two ocean beach facilities owned by the Town of Babylon. They are 
located on the Jones Beach barrier strip between Jones and Fire Island 
Inlets (Fig. 1). Overlook consists of a pavilion and a 700 car parking lot. 
Cedar Beach lies west of Overlook and consists of a pavilion, marina, 
recreational facilities and a 500 car parking lot. A significant portion of 
the productive shorebird habitat lies east of Overlook on property 
owned by New York State and under the control of the New York State 
Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation (OPRHP). State 
and Town boundary lines are depicted in Figure 1. 

If conditions are favorable and temporary pools of water are present 
at Overlook, shorebirds may be found roughly from a point halfway 
between Cedar and Overlook Beaches east to the Sore Thumb, a 
distance of about 1.4 miles. Additional details on the condition which 
are advantageous to birding this area are presented later in this article. 
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II Scale: 1:24,000 Source: U. S. Geological Survey\r----- - ---- --I 
Figure 1. Location map of Cedar Overlook Beach and vicinity. Dashed 
lines indicate boundaries of New York State and Town of Babylon 
properties. 

Figure 2. Erosion at Overlook Beach, looking north towards Ocean 
Parkway, January, 1977. 
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COASTAL PROCESSES IN THE VICINITY OF OVERLOOK BEACH 

On the south shore of Long Island sand transport is generally from 
east to west. The four major inlets (Shinnecock, Moriches, Fire Island 
and Jones) act as sediment traps to moving sand. The entrance to Fire 
Island Inlet is marked by two federally built structures, the Democrat 
Point jetty and the Sore Thumb, which were constructed in an attempt 
to stabilize the Fire Island Inlet navigation channel. Between 1969 and 
1977, Cedar Beach receded about 370 feet (Greenman-Pederson Assoc., 
1979). This phenomenon was related to the presence of the Cedar Beach 
shoal, which formed a natural offshore breakwater protecting the beach 
immediately behind the shoal, but caused downdrift erosion. Figure 2 is 
a photograph of Overlook Beach taken in January of 1977. The high 
water mark in the photograph is some 100 feet from the Overlook 
pavilion and nearly reaches the southwest corner of the Overlook 
parking lot. 

The Democrat Point jetty was completed in 1941 and the spur dike 
called the Sore Thumb was completed in 1959. While the Cedar and 
Overlook Beaches were experiencing localized erosion associated with 
the Cedar Beach shoal, the shoreline immediately west of the Sore 
Thumb was expanding. Sand that has bypassed Fire Island Inlet is fed 
to a nodal point to the west of the Inlet, which distributes the sand both 
east and west, with appreciable quantities arriving at the Sore Thumb 
(Greenman-Pederson Assoc., undated). In the period 1961-1980 the 
average low water datum shoreline change was +17 feet per year from 
the Sore Thumb to Cedar Beach (See Figure 3). Galvin (1984) noted that 
the right angle made by the axis of the Sore Thumb with the adjacent 
shoreline provided a relatively calm area where large volumes of sand 
accumulated. Galvin observed three factors contributing to sand 
accretion at Cedar Beach: 
1. Westward movement of sand along the Atlantic Ocean shore 

bypassing Fire island Inlet. 
2. Eastward transport of existing beach sand and beach fill from Fire 

Island Inlet dredging projects. 
3. Sand trapping efficiency of the Sore Thumb. 
This continual accumulation of sand during the period 1961-1980 did 
not result in creation of shorebird habitat. This would come a few years 
later during a period of rapid shoreline expansion. 
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Figure 3. Shoreline change rates at Fire Island Inlet, 1961-1980. 

Figure 4. Aerial photograph of Overlook Beach and vicinity showing the 
beginning of the formation of a second pond, September 1985. 
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In the early 1980's Fire Island Inlet's outer bar welded itself to the 
beach just west of the Sore Thumb. This bar rotated north and attached 
itself to the beach enclosing a fairly large pond (Greenman-Pederson 
Assoc., 1988). Subsequently, at least one additional bar formed and 
attached itself to the beach. The formation of the second bar in 1984 is 
illustrated in Figure 4. Note the pond to the east that was enclosed by 
the attachment of the first bar. 

These events represented a substantial change in the sediment 
budget for the area and, in combination with sand moving easterly from 
Cedar Beach, caused a rapid prograding of the beach. A report issued in 
1988 described Cedar Beach as probably having the distinction of 
"being the most rapidly accreting beach on the U.S. Atlantic ocean 
coast" (Greenman-Pederson Assoc.,1988). 

POND FORMATION AND DEVELOPMENT 

The formation of the two coastal ponds between the Sore Thumb and 
Overlook in the period 1980-1985 marked the beginning of the 
development of mud flat and short grass tidal marsh that attracted 
concentrations of shorebirds. As the outer bars of Fire Island Inlet were 
pushed north towards the shoreline, they trapped ocean waters that 
were at a lower elevation than the beach face. These ponds and other 
associated depressions are flooded by overwash from the ocean during 
spring tides and coastal storms. Significant rainfall may also contribute 
water to the ponds. Depending on the frequency of flooding, the two 
main ponds swell or shrink, although even during periods of negligible 
overwash from the ocean the two ponds are never completely dry, 
suggesting that the ponds may be groundwater fed. 

During stretches of frequent tidal inundation, the mud flats and 
ephemeral ponds were conducive to the growth of various species of 
algae. The evaporation of the shallow waters would expose the algal 
communities, attracting clouds of insects that would feed on the algae. 
The presence of these insects would, in turn, attract shorebirds. The 
growth and decay of the algal communities, in combination with 
development and exposure of benthic populations, contributed organic 
matter to the sand resulting in the creation of rich mud flats. Colonizing 
tidal wetlands vegetation, such as Spartina alterniflora, invaded the flats. 

In terms of the age of the system, the oldest ponds and flats lie just 
west of the Sore Thumb. Unlike the two permanent ponds east of 
Overlook created by attachment to the shoreline of Fire Island Inlet's 
outer bars, the ephemeral ponds directly south and west of Overlook 
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were created by overwash from the ocean and represent more recent 
formations. Figure 4 depicts the establishment of mud flats (seen as dark 
areas) just north of the enclosed pond, which was the location where the 
first significant number and variety of shorebirds were noted by the 
author in 1988. 

An additional pond was created north of the Sore Thumb in 1980 
unrelated to sediment transport processes. At that time, the Town of 
Babylon was constructing the Cedar Beach pavilion. In order to elevate 
the structure above the reach of flooding from coastal storms and 
provide a firm foundation a source of beach sand was needed. An area 
just north of the Sore Thumb was excavated to below groundwater and 
the sand was used for the foundation of the Cedar Beach pavilion. The 
resulting permanent pond, locally called the Babylon Pond, has proven 
to be attractive to shorebirds, waders and waterfowl. 

WEATHER 

Weather is an important factor in the formation and continuing 
evolution of Overlook Beach. Daily high tides are generally not sufficient 
to cause overwash and filling of the swale behind the beach. Likewise, 
precipitation unaccompanied by high tides or coastal storms often fails 
to produces flooding of the swale, so what little water that does gather 
percolates so rapidly into the porous quartz sand that the flats often dry 
up a few hours after the rain ends. The best time to visit Overlook in 
terms of numbers of shorebirds is when the permanent and temporary 
ponds are full following a spring tide (when the sun and moon's 
gravitational pull are in alignment, near the time of the new and full 
moons) or after a coastal storm. 

To what extent does inundation of the ephemeral ponds and other 
low-lying areas at Overlook increase the variety of shorebirds? In an 
attempt to answer this question the author reviewed data gathered for 
the International Shorebird Survey (ISS) from 1990 to 1992. The ISS data 
sheets request that the observer record the water level at the time of his 
or her visit. Since Overlook is not impacted by the daily tides the water 
level criteria for non-tidal sites was used. The four designations 
consisted of "Normal" (N), "Higher Than Normal" (H), "Lower Than 
Normal" (L) and "not observed (X). For the purposes of consistency, 
"normal" was defined as the two permanent ponds being full, while 
"higher than normal" indicates that most the ephemeral ponds had 
water in them. "Lower than normal" signifies that the ephemeral ponds 
and mud flats were dry, and the two permanent ponds were diminished 
in size. In general, the same area was covered on each trip. 
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August August August 

Figure 5.  Water levels versus number of shorebird species at Overlook 
Beach, 1990-1992. Darker bars indicate years with higher than average 
water levels. Lighter bars indicate years with lower than average water 
levels. 

Figure 5 illustrates three years of shorebird data recorded in August 
of 1990, 1991, and 1992 at Overlook Beach. These data compare the 
number of shorebird species recorded during visits when water levels in 
the ponds were both higher than normal and lower than normal. These 
data indicate that when the swale areas are full, the number of 
shorebird species has been higher by an average of three species over 
the three year period. This finding does not guarantee that birding 
Overlook when the ponds are full will result in the sighting of unusual 
shorebird species. As frequent visitors to Overlook can attest, the 
variety of shorebirds observed does not necessarily translate to rarity. 
One of Overlook's main attractions for birders is the variety of 
shorebirds that can be observed even when the overall numbers of 
shorebirds are low. 
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TIDES 

Tidal movements in Great South Bay appear to play a role in 
determining shorebird abundance at Overlook Beach. Although it has 
not been thoroughly documented, many of the shorebirds arriving and 
departing Overlook appear to be flying to or from the Oak Beach marsh. 
The Oak Beach marsh lies north of Overlook just north of the Ocean 
Parkway (Fig. 1). The experience of many individuals who bird Overlook 
Beach suggests that when it is low tide in the Oak Beach marsh, 
shorebird numbers are generally low at Overlook. However, this 
phenomenon may not hold true if the ponds at Overlook are full. 
Therefore, if the ponds are full it is worthwhile birding the area anytime 
during the day. If the ponds and mud flats are dry it is best to come 
when it is high tide in the Oak Beach marsh. High tide in the Oak Beach 
marsh is approximately 2.5 hours after the high tide in Fire Island Inlet. 

WIND 

The development of the Overlook ponds and mud flats is also wind 
influenced. Winds deposit sand from the beaches into the tidal marshes 
and mud flats, covering shorebird feeding areas. Sand also builds up 
behind scattered pieces of beach debris, forming embryonic dunes. Once 
these dunes are colonized by beach grass (Ammophila breviligulata), they 
tend to build upward and outward, channelizing the flow of flood 
waters into the remaining low-lying areas. 

VEGETATION 

The encroachment of tidal marsh vegetation on the mud flats and 
ephemeral pond edges has provided a variety of habitats for shorebirds. 
The common salt marsh plants in the low lying areas are Cordgrass 
(Spartina alterniflora), salt hay (Spartina patens), spike grass (Distichlis 
spicata), Chair-maker's Rush (Scirpus pungens), and Salt Marsh Fleabane 
(Pluchea purpurascens). In areas that have been disturbed by use of heavy 
equipment, such as directly in front of Overlook Beach, the common reed 
(Phraqmites australis) has taken hold. The common flora found in the 
emerging dunes are dune grass (Aimophila breviligulata) and Seaside 
Goldenrod (Solidago sempervirens). 

As wetland vegetation colonizes the mud flats, these areas become 
more attractive to certain species of shorebirds and less attractive to 
others. For example, Short-billed Dowitcher and Stilt Sandpiper appear 
to favor open ponds with little or no vegetated edge. As plant 
communities became established around the edges of the ephemeral 
ponds at Overlook these two species have declined. In contrast, if the 
Buff-breasted Sandpiper is present, it often feeds in the short grass along 
the pond edges. 
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Figure 6. Red Phalarope in partial alternate plumage at Overlook Beach, 
June, 1992. Photograph by Tom Vezo. 

SHOREBIRD STATUS 

Overlook Beach offers good shorebirding from late May through 
October. June can be a productive time to visit Overlook following a 
coastal storm. In June of 1992 Ruff, Red-necked and Red Phalaropes 
(Fig. 6) were recorded at Overlook after passage of a storm front. In 
terms of numbers and variety of shorebirds, August seems to be the best 
month. September is the most reliable month for the "grasspipers", 
Baird's and Buff-breasted Sandpipers, which occur at Overlook in small 
numbers. Figures 7 and 8 are photographs of Baird's and Buff-breasted 
Sandpipers, respectively, taken at Overlook in August of 1992. Table 1 
lists the status of shorebirds at Overlook Beach over the last four years. 
Birders should be aware that habitat modification can occur so rapidly 
at Overlook that certain species common in one year may be far less 
common the next if their preferred habitat has been altered or 
destroyed. 
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Figure 7. Baird's Sandpiper at Overlook Beach, August 1992. 
Photograph by Tom Vezo: 

Figure 8. Buff-breasted Sandpiper at Overlook Beach, August 1992. 
Photograph by Tom Vezo. 
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month; R - Rare = one or two records. 
SPECIES 
American Oystercatcher* 
American Avocet 
Lesser Golden-Plover 
Black-bellied Plover 
Semipalmated Plover 
Killdeer* 
Piping Plover* 
Hudsonian Godwit 
Marbled Godwit 
Whimbrel 

TABLE 1. STATUS OF THE SHOREBIRDS OF OVERLOOK BEACH 
Records were compiled from 1988 to 1992. Species nesting at Cedar 
Beach are indicated by an asterisk(*). Symbols for monthly abundance 
of each species are: C - Common = seen on most trips; U - Uncommon 
= seen on 50% of trips or less; 0 - Occasional = one or two records per 

Upland Sandpiper 
Greater Yellowlegs 
Lesser Yellowlegs 
Solitary Sandpiper 
Willet* 
Spotted Sandpiper* 
Ruddy Turnstone 
Wilson's Phalarope 
Red-necked Phalarope 
Red Phalarope 
Common Snipe 
Short-billed Dowitcher 
Long-billed Dowitcher 
Red Knot 
Sanderling 
semipalmated Sandpiper 
Western Sandpiper 
Rufous-necked Stint 
Least Sandpiper 
White-rumped Sandpiper 
Baird's Sandpiper 
Pectoral Sandpiper 
Dunlin 
Stilt Sandpiper 
Buff-breasted Sandpiper 
Ruff 

JUNE 
C 

0 
0 
C 
C 

0 

u 

R 
R 

0 

R 

JULY 
C 
R 
0 
u 
C 
u 
C 
0 
R 
u 

u 
C 

C 
u 
u 
0 

C 

u 
u 
C 
C 

C 
0 

U 

u 

R 

AUG 
C 
R 
0 
C 
C 
u 
C 
0 
R 
u 
R 
C 
C 
R 
C 
C 
C 
u 
0 

C 

u 
C 
C 
C 
R 
C 
U 
u 
U 
0 
u 
0 

SEPT 
u 

0 
C 
C 
u 
U 
0 

u 

C 
C 

u 
u 
u 

C 
u 
u 
C 
C 
C 

C 
C 
u 
C 
U 
0 
u 

OCT 

u 
C 
C 
U 

0 

0 

U 
u 

u 

U 
U 
u 
u 
C 
C 
C 

C 
u 
R 
C 
C 
R 
0 
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For visiting birders, it is best to combine a visit to Overlook with 
birding along the entire Jones barrier beach. If passage of a cold front 
occurs, a visit to the Jones "strip" in September may yield numerous 
passerines. Additionally, entrance to Overlook Beach is easier after Labor 
Day. There have not been sufficient records of the rarer shorebird species 
at Overlook Beach to discern a pattern. The two records for Ruff were on 
11 June 1992 and 1 July 1990. A Rufous-necked Stint in high breeding 
plumage was observed on 9 August 1992. A second or possibly the same 
individual was observed from approximately 24 to 29 August 1992. 
American Avocet was observed at Overlook from 15 to 21 July 1990 and 
again on 12 August 1990. 

Although the focus of this article is on shorebirds, other unusual 
avian species have been observed at Overlook Beach in the past four 
years. They include Sooty Shearwater, Brown Pelican, Little Gull, White- 
winged Tern, Sandwich Tern, Yellow Rail, Loggerhead Shrike, Western 
Kingbird, and Blue Grosbeak. Snowy Owl, Lapland Longspur and Water 
Pipit occur most years in October, November and December. Clearly, 
birding at Overlook Beach can be worthwhile regardless of the presence 
of shorebirds. 

TRENDS 

In the last two years the shoreline between Overlook Beach and the 
Sore Thumb has been rapidly eroding. Town of Babylon officials have 
indicated a loss of 800 feet of beach at Overlook from March 1991 to 
September 1991. What procedures, if any, were used to arrive at these 
figures are unknown. However, it is clear from even a simple visual 
inspection of the area that the ponds and tidal flats are narrowing as the 
shoreline moves north. 

The factors responsible for this sudden reversal of beach building are 
the pressing of the Fire Island Inlet navigation channel against the Sore 
Thumb, causing the undermining and eroding of the structure. The 
deterioration of the Sore Thumb in turn causes the sand that had built up 
on the west side of the Thumb to be exposed to strong tidal currents. 
Erosion of the Sore Thumb is not a recent phenomenon. Galvin (1984) 
observed that the Sore Thumb had lost 193 feet of its southern tip by the 
early 1980's. Maintenance responsibility for the Sore Thumb lies with the 
New York State Office of Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation. 
The State has given no indication that it intends to repair the structure 
anytime in the near fulre,  so that erosion of the Sore Thumb/Overlook 
area should be expected to continue. 
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Figure 9. Numbers of shorebirds at Overlook Beach during August, 
1990-1 992 

If shorebird habitat is being lost to shoreline recession, is this causing 
a decline in the number of shorebirds that are stopping at Overlook? In 
an attempt to answer this question the author once again reviewed 
three years of shorebird data submitted to the ISS. Figure 9 represents 
shorebird data recorded in August of 1990, 1991 and 1992 when water 
levels were higher than normal. The data for 1990 represents four trips 
taken during flooded conditions, while the 1991 and 1992 data represent 
3 and 4 trips, respectively. These data indicate a clear decline in 
shorebird numbers at Overlook in the past three years. It is the author's 
observation that this decline is largely due to habitat loss caused by 
shoreline recession. 
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ACCESS 

Overlook Beach is owned and operated by the Town of Babylon, and 
is open to Town residents only. After Labor Day Overlook Beach is 
normally closed. At that time, non-residents as well as residents can 
access Overlook by parking in the Cedar Beach parking lot and walking 
east on the boardwalk which connects the two facilities. The toll booth at 
Cedar Beach is not manned after Labor Day and this facility usually 
remains open (no parking fee) throughout the winter and into the late 
spring. 

Access for birders wishing to visit Overlook Beach in the spring can 
still be gained through Cedar Beach until the Memorial Day weekend. 
During the months of June, July and August access to Overlook is 
usually denied to non-residents, although non-residents can enter Cedar 
Beach by paying a substantial parking fee. If birders are going to make a 
trip of any distance to visit Overlook Beach, it would be wise to consult 
local birders about the latest Town of Babylon access policies. 

The Town of Babylon, in cooperation with the Nature Conservancy, 
recently set aside an area of approximately fifty acres between Cedar and 
Overlook Beaches to protect nesting sites of the Piping Plover. It is 
unclear at this time whether this will result in an easing of the Town's 
access policy toward non-resident birders. 

The Jones strip, and Overlook Beach, can be accessed by any of the 
major north-south State parkways such as Meadowbrook and Wantagh 
Parkways and the Robert Moses Causeway via the Sunken Meadow 
(Sagtikos) Parkway. 

Overlook and the Sore Thumb area is also accessible by four wheel 
drive vehicle by entering the "Engineer's" Road, which lies north of the 
Sore Thumb and directly south of the Ocean Parkway. Since the majority 
of property in this area is owned by New York State, a four wheel drive 
permit must be obtained from the OPRHP. For further information on 
obtaining a four wheel drive permit contact the OPRHP regional 
headquarters at Belmont Lake State Park (516-669-1000). 

CONCLUSION 

The current trends in coastal processes at Overlook Beach and vicinity 
do not bode well for its continued ability to attract shorebirds. Due in 
part to man's attempts to stabilize the Jones and Fire Island barrier 
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beaches, opportunities to observe the creation (and possible demise) of 
shorebird habitat are rare. At the same time, however, stabilization of 
these barrier beaches has given recreationists (including birders) easy 
access to this habitat. In the final analysis, birders should be thankful 
that, at least in this instance, man's coastal activities may have 
unwittingly played a positive role in the creation of shorebird habitat. 

POSTSCRIPT 

The winter of 1992-1993 was noteworthy for the number of storms 
that battered Long Island's coastal areas. Cedar Beach was on of the 
areas that was significantly impacted, to the detriment of birds and 
birders. The storms of December and March deposited large quantities 
of sand in the low lying areas behind the beach, limiting the ability of 
these areas to hold the water from storm induced high tides and 
rainfall. Additionally, the Town of Babylon filled the swale areas in front 
of Cedar Overlook Beach to discourage the formation of temporary 
ponds. These two factors, in combination with the lack of rainfall 
during the spring and summer of 1993, severely reduced the number 
and variety of shorebirds found at Cedar Beach. Nevertheless, it is still 
worthwhile to visit the area after the passage of a coastal storm that is 
accompanied by high tides and rainfall. 
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