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Urban Bird Talk: Red-tailed Hawk (Urban Bird Talk: Red-tailed Hawk (Buteo Buteo 
))

Gillian Martin

I have not a morsel of doubt that you’d turn to the 
next article if I introduced the red-tailed hawk (Buteo 
jamaicensis) by describing how to identify it. Seven 
subspecies and their intergrades1 exist in the Unit-
ed States, and there are nine morphs: some are dark, 
others light. Furthermore, it’s only in the middle of 

like their parents and get their red tail (Preston and 

patience than you have on a good day. No, we are not 
going there. Even those who have well-trained eyes 

highly motivated, you could pass several hours by 

pages of any North American bird guide. There you 
can pick their feathers apart from the other North 
American Buteo species and put them back together 
again in the hope of remembering the differences. In 
Hawai i only one hawk species exists, the Hawaiian 
hawk or io (Buteo solitarius). It occurs only on the big 
island and is listed as endangered.
1 Intergrades are individuals that share characteristics from two distinct subspecies found in the same geographic area.

Though the red-tailed hawk is common, visible, 
and widespread across North America, it is still pri-
marily a bird of open woodlands and open spaces. 
As you’ve undoubtedly noted, suitable habitat exists 
in developed areas. These locations need to include 

courses, large parks, cemeteries, agricultural lands, 

alternatives when tall trees are unavailable. These 
include light poles, electric distribution poles along 
roadsides, and conduction towers found in natural 
lands. Dead trees and mature saguaro cacti (Carneg-
iea gigantea; Figure 5) are also used. 

Red-tailed hawks are engineered primarily to spend 
their lives very high in the sky

abilities. Feathers with the right shape and structure 
are key. The wings have an impressive 50" span. 
These long wings are also broad and rounded, en-

Image courtesy of Charles Pan.
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Figure 1. Adults have pale feather patches on their scapulars 
on their backs that often appear as a pale V. Image courtesy 
of Becky Matsubara.

Figure 2. A white chest with a spotted belly band is 
characteristic of adults.  Image courtesy of Richard G. Smith.

Figure 3. Juvenile birds usually have a lighter head, a streaked 
throat, a banded tail and longer and more pointed wings. 
Image courtesy of Peggy Honda.

Figure 4.
mark on the leading edge of the underwing.  Image courtesy 
of Joseph Stemeseder.

Figure 5. High perches with a commanding view of the 
landscape are important for hunting and territorial defense. 
Image courtesy of Channel City Camera Club, Santa Barbara, CA.

Figure 6. Notched wingtips manage air currents and help 
to prevent stalling at low speeds. Image courtesy of Steve 
Jurvetson.        
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manage air currents. And that’s not all. The primary 

with a convex upper side and a concave lower side. 
If you look closely at the outermost wingtips, you 
will see they are deeply notched (Figure 6). What’s 

manage lift and drag forces and prevent stalling at 
low speeds. And what about the many feathers that 
cover the bird’s body? Make no mistake, they are not 

(Hanson, 2011, pp. 150-51; Weidensaul, 2000, pp. 57-
59, 79-83, 120). Oh! The things we cannot see! Finally, 
their broad tail acts as a rudder (Figure 7) and an air 
brake. If you ask me, feather engineering deserves its 
own museum! There’s even more about them to keep 
you in a state of awe.

hunting and capturing prey
-

over the target. This occurs prior to dropping steep-
ly down to seize it with its talons (Figure 8). Attack-
ing from above provides an element of surprise. A 

doesn’t see their killer in time. 
Unlike most birds, the hawk’s eyeballs are elon-

not the side of their skulls. Eyes are designed for 

of movement. Hawks have binocular vision where 

their depth perception, creating a strong three-di-
mensional view (Lovette, 2016, p. 257). 

A deeply curved, hooked bill is iconic of raptors 
-

ing tool assisted by the bird’s long, strong legs and 
razor sharp, de-curved talons. Imagine the risk to 
the bird’s eyes in capturing large prey! Bony, over-
hanging eyebrows shield eyes from harm and may 

35). While birds eat their prey, fur and feathers are 
discarded, so if you spot bits and pieces below a 
perch, it’s a clue that a raptor likely uses the area 
(Figure 10).

Males and females “audition” for each other prior to 
mating and raising young

-
ing season (February-September) is an “E-ticket 
ride” (to borrow a term from Disneyland). Flying 

Figure 7. Image 
courtesy of Chas D’animulls.

Figure 8. Sharp talons are essential for defense and for 
capturing and holding prey down for consumption. Image 
courtesy of Rob Palmer Photography.

Figure 9. When struggling with prey, the hawk’s bony plate 
over the eyes shields them from injury and may be injured 
instead. Image courtesy of Rhododendrites.
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high above their territory, they dramatically display their 
bond for the season. It’s an overture to reproduction, and 
it culminates in mating, usually in a tree. Sometimes dur-
ing the display the male transfers a prey item to the fe-
male (Figure 11). He may also rise to an invisible diving 
board in the sky, and like a daredevil, suddenly close his 

speed of 120 MPH (Figure 12; Weidensaul, 2000 pp. 57-

his wings up again to rise and repeat the process (Sibley, 
2001, pp. 212-217). It’s a reasonable guess that this dra-
matic dive is meant to display his prowess. 

Sometimes while soaring with wings straight out or 
in a “V” position, both sexes resemble an aircraft prepar-
ing for landing. By lowering their legs and showing their 
talons (Figure 13) they display their critical hunting and 
defensive weapons. If an intruding hawk happens to enter 
their territory, we will likely see the pair work in tandem 

-
tion of their ability to work as a team. Sometimes the male 
vocalizes. Perhaps this is to put the intruder on notice. It is 
a high-pitched kee-eeee-arrr that may be heard across their 
territory. When the sky is your theater, it’s no surprise 
that your vocal structure is constructed for long-distance 

to be fed, make high pitched calls as well, though these are 
different from the adults. Theirs is a piercing sound best 
described as klee-uk (Preston and Beane, 2020). 

A hawk’s nest is meant to last many seasons
Heavy stick nests are commonly built in the upper 

fourth of a tall tree, sometimes highly exposed. Common 
characteristics of all sites include unobstructed access to 
the nest from above and a commanding view of the ad-

territory, a pair may have more than one nest, either of 
which may be used in consecutive years. Both the male 
and female construct them and care for young. No prefer-
ence for tree species is known, though I’ve noticed that a 

-
ly contains a nest (Figure 14 ). Coarse stick nests may be 
close to two feet wide but will expand over time as they 
are refurbished each spring. Fresh greenery, including 
strips of bark (torn off by the birds) are added to the nest 
bowls until the pair selects one for the season (Figure 15).

time in about 42–46 days after hatching. Initially they 
stay near the nest, but venture into the nearby vicinity 

parents around and hone their hunting skills. Ultimately 

Figure 10. A group of scattered feathers on the ground 
below a perch suggests a hawk may be in the area. Image 
courtesy of Gillian Martin.

Figure 11. Males deliver prey to females during courtship 
as a way of impressing her with their hunting skills. Image 
courtesy of Ranchorunner.

Figure 12. Hawks work like silent missiles on the way to 
capturing prey. Image courtesy of Eric Gofreed.
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leaving the nest. Only one brood is raised per season 
(Preston and Beane, 2020). 

Deciding what will disturb a nesting hawk is a tip-
toe affair requiring a wildlife biologist

In an emergency when work near a nest cannot 
be delayed, it is strongly recommended to hire a con-
sulting wildlife biologist to establish an appropriate 
buffer and to supervise work as it progresses. Like 
most species, red-tailed hawks have varying degrees 
of tolerance to human disturbance. Degree of distur-

Considerations include:
• status of the nest (Figure 16), 
• proximity of work to the nest, 
• type of tools used, 
• duration of work, and 
• temperature and weather in the region. 

In Nevada, forcing a parent that is shading chicks 
to leave a nest for a few minutes in June can be fatal 
to the chicks if they are unable to thermoregulate. 

Removing protective foliage around a nest can also 

mask important signals to parents. (Figure 17; Pres-
ton and Beane, 2020). It’s important to recognize that 
at the nest site other disturbances, apart from tree 
care, may occur. Impacts may be cumulative. 

Regulations protecting hawk nests can be stricter 
than for other birds and may vary by state 

In July 2022 the Tree Care for Birds and other 
Wildlife (TCBW) program published a revision of 
its original Best Management Practices. Among the 
additions are appendices which include wildlife 
protection regulations and other resources for each 
of the four sates of the WCISA. I encourage you to 
review them for your state. They are available on 
TreeCareForBirds.com. Simply put, federal and state 
laws protect nests with eggs and chicks of native 
birds. One cannot directly or indirectly destroy 
a nest with eggs or young, or cause eggs or chicks 
to die from exposure or abandonment. Raptor 

Figure 13.
legs to one another. Image courtesy of Charles Pan.

Figure 14. Red-tailed hawk nests are commonly found among 
a row of eucalyptus. Image courtesy of Peggy Honda.

Figure 15. Each season, adults refurbish old nests with fresh 
foliage. 
photos/morebirds

Figure 16. Very young chicks as shown here are less likely 
to bolt when disturbed than those shown at the beginning of 
this article. Image courtesy of http://www.greggard.com/.
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nests in California have additional protections; for 
instance, removal of an inactive nest is prohibited. 
Unfortunately, regulations do not address the diverse 
and complex circumstances sometimes faced by tree 
care providers when safety to people or property 

wildlife biologist can explain the regulations in an 
emergency, can monitor the birds and guide work 
as it proceeds, and be helpful with documentation 
and reporting to state or federal wildlife agencies 

investment to hire one. Doing so helps to protect 
one’s reputation and avoid poor public relations.

-
cial? They represent a substantial investment by the 
birds that reuse them, but also because other large 
birds, especially the great-horned owl, adopt them 
(Figure 18). (This is one reason daytime hawks and 
great-horned owls are foes.)

I should clarify that in every state, additional 
protections exist for bald and golden eagles and oth-
er endangered raptors and species. Critical habitat 
of endangered species is protected as well, and any 

-
tively and interfere with their essential needs and 
normal behavior is prohibited. 

Nests on transmission towers or distribution poles 
pose additional challenges

If the nest poses a hazardous situation or may 
disrupt the safe, continuous distribution of the line 
(Figure 19), guidance provided by The Avian Pow-
er Line Interaction Committee (2006, pp. 187-191) 
should be followed: https://www.nrc.gov/docs/
ML1224/ML12243A391.pdf. Some conduction com-

panies may have a Special Purpose Utility Permit. 
Depending on the language of the permit, it may be 
possible to relocate an active nest to a suitable plat-
form or other structure (Figure 20). In some cases 
trimming or relocating the nest rather than remov-
ing it may be possible, but it is illegal to relocate an 
active nest simply for worker convenience. When 
chicks fall from a nest, however, or a nest is dam-
aged, raptors (and other birds) may be “renested” 
with instruction from a consulting wildlife biologist 
or trained wildlife rehabilitator. Sometimes a sturdy, 
appropriate-size container such as a plastic tub with 
open slats can be used as a substitute. 

A dead hawk may have something to tell us
Sadly, electrocution of hawks can happen, but 

occurrences may be declining as recent power pole 
design poses less threat to them (Preston and Beane, 
2020). If a dead hawk with a leg band is found, the 
number should be reported to the Bird Banding Lab 
at www.reportband.gov. Alternatively, you can 
call 1/800-327-BAND or your local Fish and Wild-
life Service. Reporting a dead hawk (especially an 

also advised, even in situations other than electrocu-
tion. Hawks are top predators and regrettably their 
death can indicate greater environmental problems. 
One possibility, other than secondary pesticide in-
gestion, is the highly lethal anticoagulant poison, 
brodifacoum (used for rodents). The California De-
partment of Fish and Wildlife has published the 
cumulative effects on non-target species with sub-

https://wildlife.ca.gov/Liv-
ing-with-Wildlife/Rodenticides. 

Figure 17.
minutes. Image courtesy of Charles Pan.

Figure 18. Great-horned owls compete for large stick nests 
made by hawks. Image courtesy of Dean Ficar.
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Through hieroglyphs and other records of an-
cient cultures we know that raptors have long sym-
bolized diverse virtues and powers. Even today they 
remain a symbolic link for some people between a 
world from which many believe they came and will 
return. The hymn On Eagle’s Wings symbolizes this 
as it is still widely sung at funerals. But for those who 
keep an eye to the sky, raptors provide an experience 
of awe when they hitch a ride on a warm current of 
air. It is good to stand still and give the bird your full 
attention. Observe how effortlessly it glides upward, 
corkscrew-style, in ever-widening circles. This is a 
near-magical escape from gravity toward boundless 
freedom. But be ready for a faint pulse of envy. The 
desire seems to come from a place common to us all.

Gillian Martin
Co-leader, Tree Care for Birds 

Gillian.Martin@CavityConservation.com

I wish to express my gratitude to ornithologist, 
Jon L. Dunn, for advice on preparation for this 
article.
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Figure 19. When suitable trees are unavailable in their habitat, 
hawks will nest on dangerous power poles and transmission 
towers. Image courtesy of Anonymous with permission.

Figure 20. Sometimes it may be possible to safely relocate a 
nest nearby. Image courtesy of Anonymous with permission.


