
THE CLIFFS 
 
It is a privilege to be able to ice climb at Nockamixon Cliffs because it is actually 
designated a “Natural Area”. DCNR definition: 

 
A Natural Area is an area within a state park of unique scenic, geologic or 
ecological value which will be maintained in a natural condition by allowing 
physical and biological processes to operate, usually without direct human 
intervention. These areas are set aside to provide locations for scientific 
observation of natural systems, to protect examples of typical and unique plant 
and animal communities and to protect outstanding examples of natural interest 
and beauty. 
 
The Natural Areas program for state parks complements the Bureau of Forestry's 
Natural and Wild Area program. In order to ensure that nature will take its due 
course in these designated areas, human activity is severely limited; no human 
habitation will be allowed, no research will be conducted in the areas without 
express written permission of the director, buildings and other on-site 
improvements will be restricted to a minimum safety standard and the only timber 
cutting and insect and disease control allowed will be for public safety or when 
activities or events threaten the natural values of the area. 

  
Why this designation? This area contains, among other things, rare northeastern U.S. 
Roseroot,  an arctic-alpine herb, grows on shelves and in crevices. Nockamixon Cliffs is 
the plant's southernmost reach.  

 
Why can we ice climb there? DCNR maintains no trails and inspires very little human 
activity in this area. In fact, rock climbing is prohibited in the guidelines for this area.  
They allow ice climbing for two reasons. First, once the ice is formed the Roseroot and 
other species are considered protected under the ice (That is also why you should NOT 
be dry tooling there). Second, once the ice melts all evidence of human activity is gone 
along with it so it is as if we were never even there.  
 
 
 
NESTING AT THE CLIFFS 
 

- Peregrines were delisted from federal endangered species list in 1999, mostly 
due to the population resurgence in the West. Many Eastern states, including PA, 
still have them listed on a state level as they have not returned to historic levels. 

 
- Nockamixon cliffs has a long history of nesting by peregrine and osprey pre-DDT 

and were essentially wiped out by the 1960s. 
 

- Fall of 2014 was the first time a pair had been identified as returning to nest on 
the cliffs.  The pair had one failed nest and one successful nest in 2015 resulting 
in offspring. The pair returned in 2016 to the same site and, once again, 
produced offspring. The pair is monitored and recorded. 

 
- This is 1 of 8 cliff nesting pair in the state. Pre-DDT there were 44 cliff nesting 

pairs. It is worth noting that while there are currently more non-cliff nesting pairs 



in PA, cliff nesting is preferred because they are 4 times more likely to succeed. 
Raptors will always face natural hazards (i.e. weather, predators, etc) regardless 
of where they nest but when nesting on buildings, smoke stacks, bridges and 
other man-made structure, the bird face more hazards. For example, nests on 
areas around water often reproduce but then the offspring are lost because when 
learning to fly they plunge into the water and drowned.  So cliff nesting is much 
more preferred for the continuous increase and long term sustainability of the 
population.  In fact, when birds are “hacked” they are taken from at-risk areas to 
cliff sights as a means of imprinting that environment on the bird in hopes that it 
will seek out cliffs rather then man made structures. 

 
- Each pair has its own set of characteristics, much like we do. Some are more 

tolerant or habituated to human activity, while some pairs are more sensitive. 
Closures for the raptors are generally Feb-July. The most critical times are when 
the pairs courting and establishing a nest site (Feb-March) and once again when 
the offspring are fledging(April-May) . Human activity during fledging may scare 
the young birds causing them to exit the nest when they can not yet fly.  

 
 


