
 

 

 

   
   

 
This is the story of the first BirdCOR Fairport Rubber Duck race, a festive charitable 
event held by the Bird Coalition of Rochester as a fundraiser for its nonprofit education 
programs in the greater Rochester, NY area.  The first race was held on June 12, 2004 on 
the Erie Canal in the Village of Fairport.  Based on the success of the first race, the event 
has been held annually since 2004.  The Duck Race now takes place on the Sunday of 
Fairport Canal Days, one of the largest festivals of its kind in the northeast, which is held 
on the first full weekend of June. 
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by David Semple, BirdCOR Program Director 

 
 
The Place:  The venerated Erie Canal in the picturesque Village of Fairport (Town of Perinton), NY, east 
of Rochester, NY. 
 
The Time:  Noon on June 12, 2004  (Note: The next Duck Race is set for the Sunday of the first full 
weekend in June, at Fairport Canal Days.) 
 
The Weather:  Clear blue sky, pleasant temperature, and moderate winds 
 
The Event:  BirdCOR’s first Rubber Duck Race 
 
The Cause:  To raise funds in support of local conservation and education projects, including service-
learning projects involving local youth.  (Rubber duck races have raised hundreds of thousands of dollars 
for charities around the world.  Our first race enabled BirdCOR to establish a fund for local service-
learning projects.) 
 
The Admission fee:  No cost to spectators.  $5 per ticket donation for a numbered duck ticket and a 
chance to win one of more than 100 prizes worth over $5,000.  (Prizes donated by Fairport area merchants 
and other generous sponsors.) 
 
The Top Prize:  A Coffee Lover’s Dream All In One Basket from Starbucks Coffee at Perinton Square. 
 
The Organizer: BirdCOR — a nonprofit program of some twenty local, state, and national organizations 
and agencies interested in promoting conservation of birds and their habitats. 
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http://www.eecg.org/birdcor


 
The Story — 

 
Dateline: June 12, 2004.  The time: just before noon.  The place: the footpath along the Erie Canal behind 
the historic Box Factory building in Fairport, NY.  After months of preparation, the staff of the Bird 
Coalition of Rochester (or BirdCOR) are about to test the waters.  No, they are not equipped with 
binoculars in search of some rare waterfowl for their lifetime birding lists.  They are assembled, along 
with a small and dedicated cast of volunteers this day, to perform the novel act of dropping a thousand 
little rubber ducks into the Canal and seeing that these ducks “race” to a finish line in order to win prizes 
for their lucky ticket holders who have donated $5 per ticket to participate in the festive fundraiser.  With 
about ten minutes to go before anticipated race time, BirdCOR volunteers tote half a dozen large bins full 
of rubber ducks up the stairs to the east sidewalk of the Main Street Lift Bridge. 
 
But all is not as ready as it appears.  As race time approaches, the prevailing wind causes the canal’s 
normally gradual west-to-east flow to stagnate.  No way for the duckies to move “naturally” downstream!  
BirdCOR director David Semple sizes up the situation and leaps to action, bellowing orders for all hands 
to “switch everything around!”  Volunteers in kayaks and canoes now paddle their way to a new spot for 
the finish line.  Other volunteers quickly labor to reverse the orientation of the “boom”—a floating finish 
line ingeniously fashioned from common PVC plumbing conduit, foam insulation, and rope. The tote 
bearers descend and start making their way to the Parker Street bridge to the east. 
 
After a few frenetic minutes, when all hands are no sooner resituated, the canal’s nearly imperceptible 
current seems to resume!  What to do?!  The time window within which the race must be run and all the 
ducks and equipment removed from the water is waning.  After a few tense minutes pondering the 
dilemma, a final decision is made ... “Turn it back around!” barks Semple.  The diligent volunteers obey, 
and soon all is back in place for the running of the big race, the intrigue piqued among the gathering 
crowd. 
 
Finally, everything is set and the race must go on!  On a signal from Duck Race home base back down at 
the pavilion alongside the Canalway Trail, the bins are emptied in unison over the bridge railing ... 
Splash!  The race is on!  There go a thousand bright yellow bathtub toys floating down the canal.  
Hooray!  People cheer their adopted ducks and urge them to "swim" for a prize.   
 
But the ducks must not have had their Starbucks coffee this morning.  In what was later characterized as 
the slowest race ever to hit this waterway, the 1,000 yellow ducks loll and nudge their way downstream.  
But this only happens with the help of a final prearranged provision—the encouragement of bow waves 
churned up by a motorboat piloted by yet another dutiful volunteer waiting until now “in the wings” (i.e., 
under Fairport’s signature Main Street “Lift Bridge”).  With all the obstacles overcome, and all 
contingencies properly planned for, the colorful, slow-speed action can finally transpire to the delight and 
amusement of ticket holders and other onlookers. 
 
The kayaking volunteers paddle along either side of the canal, shepherding the ducks away from a docked 
boat or otherwise back into the flock floating en masse toward the finish line.  The floating boom, set up 
in a V-shape with a kind of goal-post opening at its vertex, serves as a funnel through which the ducks 
pass one-by-one across the finish line.  The ducks are then plucked from the water in sequence and their 
numbers recorded by a special team of kayaking volunteers.  Fairport Mayor Clark King, positioned 
nearby in a canoe, holds aloft the first-place finisher and calls its number ashore!  As the rest of the flock 
bunches in toward the goal line, another volunteer snatches the last-place straggler (also a big prize 
winner), waving it with a flourish and announcing its winning number. 
 
As the ducks and the boom are collected and removed to dry land, the tally sheets with the winning 
ducks’ numbers are passed ashore and the numbers are recorded onto the giant prize lists posted at Duck 
Race HQ.  When the recording is completed, Semple begins calling out the winning numbers and 



awarding prizes to the lucky ticket holders.  Between those given to the winners present on race day and 
those distributed later, over 100 prizes are awarded. 
 
Come to BirdCOR’s next Fairport Rubber Duck Race on the Sunday of the first full weekend in June, and 
join in the fun for a good cause! 
 
To adopt a duck or ducks, contact BirdCOR at (585) 223-8369 (dsemple@birdcor.org). 
 
For more information on BirdCOR and the Fairport Rubber Duck Race, go to www.birdcor.org. 
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