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Students putting wraps on 2 environment-related projects 
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ITHACA — Two projects nearing completion at DeWitt Middle School are showing off the school's 
technology muscles. 

Classes of David Buchner, technology teacher at DeWitt, are putting the finishing 
touches on a scaregull and vegetable oil-powered go-kart. 

The two projects are independent of each other and are being worked on by different students. The 
scaregull project is something that Buchner said fell into his lap. 

“The scientist for the seabird restoration project in Maine called and asked if I would be interested in 
having my students partner with the Cornell Lab of Ornithology,” he said. 

The task was to build a scaregull meant to scare seagulls away from Egg Rock Island, which sits about 
eight miles off the coast of Maine. The seagulls at Egg Rock are preying on baby terns — a white seabird 
in the gull family — at a dangerous rate, Buchner said. 

“There's some very good science that backs up what we're trying to do,” he said. “It's designed to scare 
away the predatory gulls that are making lunch and dinner out of these little baby terns.” 

Buchner's students were excited to work on the project, which was started in January. 

 

From left, Yuyoung Lee, 
Isaac Wagner, Erin 
Fetsko and Max Yavitt 
lower the Robo-Ranger 
One back into its 
mechanically loaded box 
with the assistance of 
eighth-grade technology 
teacher David Buchner, 
bottom, at the end of 
class Wednesday 
afternoon at DeWitt 
Middle School. Buchner's 
class is building the 
autonomous solar-
powered robot as part of 
Project Puffin, a seabird 
restoration program that 
reintroduces Atlantic 

Puffins to their former Maine nesting islands. Robo-Ranger One 
will be planted eight miles off the coast of Maine on Egg Rock 
Island to scare predatory gulls away from the nesting areas of 
endangered puffins and terns. (ERIC STEWART / Journal Staff) 
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“It comes out of the box and scares predatory 
gulls away from puffins and terns that are 
endangered on eastern Egg Rock Island,” 
said Yuyoung Lee, 13, an eighth-grader at 
DeWitt who worked on the scaregull. “A lot of 
engineering was put into this — mechanical 
engineering, electrical engineering.” 

Lee said working on the project was fun and 
that she learned a great deal. The students 
had to find a motor that could generate 
enough torque to lift the mannequin out of the 
box. 

“The motor, it's amazing how strong it is 
because it has to lift the mannequin up from 
its feet,” Lee said. 

Buchner said he expects the scaregull to be 
completed and on its way to Egg Rock Island 

by mid-June. 

Another project Buchner's students are working on is a go-kart powered by vegetable oil. The project has 
taken more than two years to complete, and between 40 and 50 students have worked on the go-kart in 
that time. 

“We pretty much rebuilt the frame and we repainted it,” said project participant Dustin Gibian, 13, an 
eighth-grader. “Right now we're attaching the engine and doing the wiring.” 

Working on the go-kart has been one of his more interesting school assignments, Gibian said. 

“We're going to be driving it in the Ithaca Festival Parade, so that's cool,” he said. “It's really interesting 
and fun.” 

Students working on the go-kart took welding and auto-body classes at the Tompkins-Seneca-Tioga 
Board of Cooperative Educational Services. 

“This project was designed to take advantage of vocational classes,” Buchner said. 

“I actually got into welding because of this,” Gibian said. 

What will exactly happen to the go-kart when it's done is up in the air, Buchner said. 

“It was more of a demonstration project to show that alternative fuels are possible and realistic,” Buchner 
said. 
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