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Youghiogheny Dam/River & Lake 
Location: Confluence, Pennsylvania 
Address:  497 Flanigan Road, Confluence, PA  15424-1902 
URL:    http://www.lrp.usace.army.mil/Missions/Recreation/Lakes/YoughioghenyRiverLake.aspx  

              http://www.confluencepa.org/recreation/youghlake.htm  
 

 

REVIEW:  Normally I 

would not have thought to 

review the site of a dam in 

terms of places to go birding. 

I tend to think of wildlife 

refuges and parks before I 

think of dams when I am 

going birding. Of course, 

lakes and rivers do attract 

birds but you just do not 

think of heading out to a dam to do a little birding. But you should 

because birds are exactly where and when you find them. And we 

found some good birds while meandering around in the Laurel 

Highlands in western Pennsylvania in August 2013. As I discovered 

on that trip, dams and reservoirs can be great especially if they are 

developed and managed for recreational purposes. This review covers 

only the area just above the dam and the park just below the dam. We 

did not take time on our first visit to fully explore the area but, no 

doubt, we will spend a little more time here on future visits to the 

area. 

 

The dam itself was what 

first caught our attention as 

we drove through the area 

driving up and down country 

roads enjoying the scenery 

and looking for good birding 

sites. There really do not 

appear to be any bad birding 

sites in the Laurel Highlands 

that I could find although I 

must admit that I did not add 

many new birds to my life list on this trip. The area is still 

predominantly rural and sparsely developed being dominated by the 

Ohiopyle State Park which covers a vast area in the Laurel Highlands. 

We saw a sign for the dam and decided to take a look. At the top we 

were somewhat dismayed to find a small parking lot. Although the 

road continued over the dam, our first thought was that you couldn’t 

SITE DESCRIPTION: 

The Youghiogheny River flows for 
134 miles through the states of 
West Virginia, Maryland, and 
Pennsylvania. The name comes 
from an Algonquin word meaning 
means “stream flowing in a 
contrary direction” because it 
flows north into Pennsylvania. The 
US Corps of Engineers built the 
dam at Confluence as part of a 
total of 16 flood control projects 
forming the 16 mile Youghiogheny 
River Lake. In addition to birding, 
there is camping, fishing, hiking, 
and swimming at the lake. 

Rating:   

Upside: Beautiful natural 
setting with various 
environments to bird including 
white water along the river and 
the lake area above the dam; 
picnic area; kayaking; beach 
for swimming; hiking and some 
birding opportunities. 

Downside: Access down to the 
river can be difficult for those 
with joint problems or 
disabilities; no indoor facilities, 
visitor center, or other 
amenities. 
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possibly drive over the dam to the other side…that is until we 

watched a car heading back across the dam. So we took the 

chance that it was okay to cross the dam and headed to the 

other side. And that is where we found a large parking lot and 

lovely swimming beach and some opportunities for hiking and 

birding. There are several areas near the cliffs to the left of the 

dam that are marked “no trespassing” for what I assume are 

safety reasons. But we spotted a beautiful red-tailed hawk 

soaring over the cliff side that made the stop in the parking lot 

worthwhile. We did not go to the swimming beach as we were 

not interested in taking a dip this day but noted that it was a 

very nice area and not very crowded even for a warm August 

day. It appears that this might be a hidden gem that would be well worth considering for a family 

vacation in the area. There were a few fishermen out on the lake in small boats but otherwise, we didn’t 

encounter many people at all. This would make the spot good for birding and nature hikes in the area.  

 

As we crossed the dam on our return trip, we noticed 

that there appeared to be a park at the bottom of the 

dam so we decided to explore a little more and see if 

we could find the park and assess its potential as a nice 

picnic area and birding spot. We stopped about half-

way across the dam (no one was around) to take some 

photographs and scanned the area below the dam with 

our binoculars. There was some movement near a 

pond at the bottom that turned out to be American 

crows but there was also a Great Bearded Heron on a 

log in the pond. Getting to the park at the bottom of 

the dam was not as obvious an endeavor as we had 

thought it would be. There is a privately owned camp ground at the entrance to the road that leads up to 

the dam so it is not easy to see how to get into the park at the bottom of the dam.  When you come down 

from the dam and get back to the main road, turn right onto the main road very briefly and then turn 

right immediately before you cross the bridge and this road will carry you into the park and right up to 

the area right at the bottom of the dam. The state park is very nice. 

There are paved parking lots and camping areas as well as river 

access to allow fishing but not swimming. The current appears to 

be very swift such that swimming might be discouraged but 

kayaking is not. There are several “put in” spots along the river to 

allow canoeing and kayaking. Again, the camping area was 

relatively empty and there were very few cars in the parking 

areas. There was a walking trail that would allow you to walk up 

to the pond that was closer to the bottom of the dam where we had 

seen the heron and the crows previously. We heard and saw 

several sparrows and finches in the area below the dam but the 

sighting of the day was a beautiful common merganser (female) 

swimming in the rapids below the spillway.  
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All in all, we spent a couple hours at the dam and river.  As you exit the park, if you drive straight across 

the main road, you will enter part of Ohiopyle State Park and you can drive along the riverside for a 

couple miles. The drive was excellent for car-birding and the hedges were great for small birds. The 

JoePye Weed was in full bloom and attracting quite a few butterflies. Our birding objectives rapidly 

turned to butterflies and bugs when we realized how many there were to see and to photograph along the 

road. There were also areas along the road that would allow you to pull over and walk along the river or 

explore other hiking possibilities although I must admit that I do not do much hiking in heavy brush in 

summer due to the potential for encounters with chiggers and ticks…not exactly the wildlife I like to see 

in the woods. 

 

In Confluence, there are restaurants and stores. There 

were porta-potties at the bottom of the dam but I did 

not see indoor bathrooms although the camping areas 

might have included bath houses. For overnight 

accommodations other than camping, you would 

probably have to drive back down closer to Interstate 

68 for franchise hotels and inns. There are B&Bs listed 

around the area nearer to the Ohiopyle State Park 

headquarters but I did not see many around 

Confluence.  Note, however, that it was the middle of 

the day and I wasn’t really looking for 

accommodations at this point. The upper part of the 

dam has recreational facilities and the beach that 

provides fishing, hiking, and swimming. The park at the bottom of the dam included benches along the 

riverside, camping, picnic tables, and boat “put in” ramps for canoes and kayaks. The river is fast 

flowing and is noted for white-water rafting but it not so good for wading or shallow water activities. 

 

 

  
  

 

 


