FACTS ABOUT THE HARBOR & ITS WATERSHED
 

Habitats In And Around The Harbor
 

Marine Fauna
 

Despite its historical role as a center for industrial activities, and residual environmental problems related to that heritage, Hempstead Harbor supports a rich marine fauna, and is a New York State-designated Significant Coastal Fish and Wildlife Habitat (extending out to a line between Mott Point in the Village of Sands Point and the Morgan Park breakwater, and excluding the innermost section comprising Roslyn Creek).  The New York State Department of State describes Hempstead Harbor as being important to fish and wildlife throughout the year.  Hempstead Harbor also is part of a federally designated habitat area, covering the western harbors of Long Island, recognized as being important for many species of fish and wildlife, and has been designated by the National Marine Fisheries Service as containing Essential Fish Habitat for 15 species of fish.
 

Important species of finfish that are known to be present in the harbor during at least part of their life cycle include:
 

​                   Striped Bass ‑ This is a top-level predatory and popular game fish during the warner months.  Spawning occurs in freshwater rivers, with the local population based mostly in the Hudson River.
 

​                   Bluefish ‑ This also is a top-level predator which is popular with recreational fishermen.  Both adults and juveniles (known as snappers) are common in local estuaries in the summer and early fall.
 

​                   Winter Flounder ‑ This popular game fish is a bottom dweller, which is abundant in upper estuary areas during its early larval stages, and gradually moves into the lower estuary as it grows.  The juveniles eventually leave the estuary to follow the adults.  The entire population shifts shoreward after the autumnal cooling commences, with the greatest concentrations in estuaries occurring between December and March.  Winter flounder move back offshore as the water temperature rises again in the spring.
 

​                     Summer Flounder ‑ This popular game fish (also known as fluke) is a bottom dweller.  Spawning occurs as the fish migrate offshore during the autumn, starting in mid-September in this region.  After metamorphosing from the free-floating larval stage, the juveniles spend most of their time on the bottom.  Juvenile summer flounders are capable swimmers that migrate toward the shore and enter the estuaries; they are well-adapted for estuarine life, since they are able to withstand a wide range of temperatures and salinities.  Juveniles apparently remain in the estuaries until they are of sufficient size to join an offshore migration with the adult population of summer flounders.
 

​                     Blackfish ‑ This species is found in local estuaries in the spring and summer, in association with rough bottom, shellfish and eelgrass beds, and man-made structures.
 

​                     Weakfish ‑ Long Island is in the heart of this species’ range along the East Coast.  Adults primarily feed on shrimp, larger zooplankton, crabs and other crustaceans and small fish. Estuaries, such as Hempstead Harbor, provide spawning grounds, nursery habitat and feeding areas.  Larger fish appear in the area in mid-spring, becoming most abundant in the summer. In the fall, adults begin a migration to the continental shelf.  Spring warming of coastal waters prompts adults to migrate back to coastal waters.  This is a popular recreational fish, but populations have been in decline for many years due to overfishing and habitat degradation.
 

​                     Windowpane Flounder ‑ All life stages of this species of flatfish occur in estuaries such as Hempstead Harbor.  Eggs and larvae are free-floating.  Juvenile and adult windowpanes are bottom-dwellers, preferring mud and fine-grained sand.  With growth and maturity this species tends to move offshore into deeper waters.
 

​                     Scup ‑ This species (also known as porgy) spawns in local estuaries between May through August, with a peak during June.  The eggs are free-floating.  Scup eggs are found locally from May through August, while larvae are most abundant nearshore from May through September.  Juveniles and adults of this species are bottom dwellers.  Juvenile scup are found in local estuaries during the spring and summer.  Adults winter offshore between November and April.
 

The predatory species of finfish described briefly above are sustained by abundant populations of bait fish and invertebrates.  Important baitfish species include American menhaden (bunker), Atlantic silversides, sand lance (sand eel), mummichog, striped killifish, and bay anchovy.  A wide range of invertebrates is present in the harbor, including: coelenterates (jellyfish); ctenophores (comb jellies); horseshoe crabs; barnacles; annelids (segmented worms); bivalves (hard clams, soft clams, razor clams, blue mussels, ribbed mussels, oysters, and jingle shells); gastropods (snails); and crustaceans (lobsters, near the mouth of the harbor; and crabs and shrimp throughout).
 

Waterfowl
 

The New York State Department of State, in the Significant Coastal Fish and Wildlife Habitat documentation, describes the habitat as being an important waterfowl wintering area, between November and March.  Large numbers of scaup, canvasbacks, and black ducks are reported to use this area, and lesser numbers of migratory Canada goose, common goldeneye, red-breasted merganser, mallard, oldsquaw, bufflehead and American wigeon.
 

Although waterfowl are an important constituent of the Hempstead Harbor ecosystem, and the harbor’s waters serve as a significant wintering area for many northern species, the proliferation of certain species (especially Canada goose) as year-round residents has reached nuisance levels. Some areas around the Harbor are more prone to waterfowl congregation than others.  These include Roslyn Pond Park, William Cullen Bryant Preserve, Engineers Country Club, and the Hawkins property on Scudder’s Lane in Roslyn Harbor (where there is a natural private pond).  In those locations where waterfowl populations are especially dense, their fecal wastes can contribute significantly to the overall pathogen levels in the receiving waters.  These populations are kept artificially high, and have been enticed to abandon their normal migration patterns and remain local throughout the year, by the availability of food supplies (especially bread products) delivered by humans.
 

The impact that waterfowl can have on water quality conditions is illustrated by an analysis of the nearby Huntington/Northport Bay Complex (Fanning, Phillips & Molnar, Storm Water Management/Tidal Water Quality Remedial Study for the Town of Huntington, August 1992).  That study identifies waterfowl wastes as being the second most important source of coliform bacteria (after storm water runoff), accounting for more than one-third of the total coliform loadings in some portions of the Huntington/Northport Bay Complex.  Although no similar study has been undertaken in Hempstead Harbor, it is likely that waterfowl also make a significant contribution to coliform concentrations here as well.
 

The control of waterfowl wastes, as a source of surface water contamination is a particularly difficult problem to address.  Even though signs may be posted and laws passed to discourage the introduction of artificial food supplies to waterfowl habitats, this activity continues to be popular.  In fact, waterfowl feeding is widely perceived as being an acceptable form of family recreation, and serves the useful purpose of providing many local children with one of their first direct contacts with wildlife.  Consequently, prohibitions on waterfowl feeding often are not vigorously enforced.  Furthermore, any future effort to moderate waterfowl populations must be undertaken in such a manner that is consistent with the somewhat conflicting goal of protecting the harbor complex’s important natural resources (including those same waterfowl), thereby limiting the range of viable options.
 

Other Avian Fauna
 

Hempstead Harbor and its immediate shoreline also support a large community of other species of birds, besides waterfowl.  These include wading birds (e.g., herons and egrets), gulls and terns, cormorants, and various others.  Among the most common avian species that utilize the waters and wetlands of Hempstead Harbor for nesting and/or feeding are:
 

Wading Birds​ – great blue heron, great egret, snowy egret, and black-crowned night heron
 

Gulls and Terns – laughing gull, ring-billed gull, great black-backed gull, herring gull, common tern, least tern
 

Cormorants – double-crested cormorant
 

Other Birds​ – red-winged blackbird, osprey, belted kingfisher
 

Least tern and common tern are listed by New York State as threatened, and osprey is listed by the State as a special concern species.  Piping plover and roseate tern, which are rare or occasional visitors to Hempstead Harbor, both are State-listed endangered species.  Bald eagle, common loon, American bittern, and black skimmer, all of which are State-listed specials of special concern, also are rare or occasional visitors.  An endangered classification pertains to any native species in imminent danger of extirpation or extinction in New York State.  A threatened classification pertains to any native species likely to become an endangered species within the foreseeable future in New York State.  A species of special concern is any native species for which a welfare concern or risk of endangerment has been documented in New York State.  Roseate tern also is listed by the U.S. Department of the Interior as a federally threatened species; piping plover is federally threatened in the Atlantic coast region; and bald eagle is federally threatened throughout its range.
 

Special efforts have been taken to provide expanded and enhanced habitat for the State-listed special concern osprey.  In undisturbed areas, this species typically nests in large, dead trees. There are reports that some osprey nesting has occurred in trees in both upper and lower Hempstead Harbor.  However, since this type of habitat is scarce in the Hempstead Harbor area, the number of available nesting sites has been augmented by artificial nesting platforms mounted atop utility poles.  A number of these nesting structures have been installed on Town of North Hempstead-owned land on the west side of the lower harbor.  Additionally, ospreys have established a nest on the fixed navigation tower located immediately to the north of Bar Beach and on pilings or docking structures in the harbor.  In total, it is estimated that Hempstead Harbor contains approximately eight to ten osprey nests.
