
Ferruginous Hawk
(Buteo regalis)
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Physical Description:
Identification Tips:

• Length: 20 inches Wingspan: 54 inches 
• Sexes similar 
• Short, dark, hooked beak 
• Large, broad-winged, broad-tailed hawk 
• Extremely long gape extends to below eye 
• Legs feathered to toes 

Light morph adult: 
• Pale head, neck, breast, and belly 
• Variable rufous mottling on underwing coverts 
• Rufous leg coverts 
• Tail appears gray, rufous or whitish above and pale below 
• Gray or blue-gray upperwings have rufous upperwing coverts 

Light morph immature: 
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• Pale head, neck, breast, and belly 
• White leg coverts 
• Dusky tail with several dark bands 
• Gray or brown-gray back and upperwings 

Dark morph adult: 
• Entirely dark-brown body plumage 
• Undersides of flight feathers are pale without barring 
• White comma in outermost underwing coverts 
• Tail like light morph adult 

Dark morph immature: 
• Entirely dark brown body plumage 
• Undersides of flight feathers are pale without barring 
• White comma in outermost underwing coverts 
• Tail like light morph immature 

Identification:
Ferruginous Hawk is one of the three species of American Hawks to have feathered legs to toes. It 
is the largest American Hawk, with long and broad wings, large head and wide gape. It is an open 
country species, very similar to Golden Eagle (Aquila chrysateos) in food habits, flight, behaviour 
and calls.
We can find two morphs in this species.
In light morph, adult has rusty brown upperparts, pale head and neck, and nearly white 
underparts. Legs are rusty and some rusty markings appear on the underwings and also on belly. 
Tail is white or grey. Seen from above, wings show a white area on extended primaries. Eyes are 
pale yellow. Bill is dark bluish to pearl grey, with yellow gape. Talons are yellow.
In dark morph, adult is dark brown on whole body, upperparts and underparts. Wings show a pale 
area on upper and lower primaries. Tail is greyish with deep brown on tail feathers. We can see 
some cinnamon feathers edges on throat, chest, sides and back. Eyes are pale brown to brown.
Both morphs present variations. Dark morph adult shows more or less dusky brown on belly. Light 
morph adult shows a varying quantity of ferruginous pigment and some grey across belly and on 
underwings.
A rufous morph may be seen, variably reddish throughout, mainly on underparts.
Both sexes are similar, with female larger than male and showing more dark markings on legs and 
belly.
Juvenile in light morph has immaculate white underparts, with a pale rufous bloom on chest of 
young fledged birds. Upperparts show some ferruginous or orange-cinnamon. Tail is grey with 
white basal areas, and indistinct subterminal dark band.
Juvenile in dark morph has entire dark brown body and wing coverts. Breast may be tinged 
rufous. Tail presents faint dark bands. Eyes are brown yellow. Bill is black. Tarsi and toes are dull 
yellow.

Hunting Strategies:
Ferruginous Hawk feeds mainly on small rodents such as prairie-dogs, ground-squirrels, rabbits 
and hares.

Habitat & Range:
Ferruginous Hawk breeds in grasslands and shrubby steppes. They avoid high elevations, forests 
and narrow canyons. They may be found in sparse riparian forests, canyons areas with cliffs and 
isolated trees, and small thickets in flat terrain.
They winter in open areas, from grasslands to deserts, where prairie-dogs are abundant.
GEOGRAPHIC RANGE: Ferruginous Hawk is a breeding species in the arid West, from the southern 
end of the Canadian prairies provinces through the United States.
It winters from California and southern Nebraska, southwards to Central Mexico.



Reproduction:
Ferruginous Hawk pair visits nests from previous years, and mates share nest-site selection. They 
may nest in trees, shrubs, cliffs, human structures or on the ground (slopes, crests of ridges).
Nest may be located from the ground to 20 metres above or higher in human structures. Nest is 
built or refurbished by both adults. Male brings materials to female which arranges them, forming 
nest cup. They need about one week for this work. Nest-building takes part in pair-bonding.
Nest is made with twigs, sticks, stems and debris found on the ground. Female may line the cup 
with chips of bark. They may add bones and cow dung. In some regions, cup is lined with dung 
and grass. Sometimes, female includes paper, barbed wire, plastic...
Nest material used by Ferruginous Hawks reflects its habitat. Birds use materials according to that 
available around the nest-site.
Female lays 2 to 4 smooth creamy-white eggs, spotted with pale to dark browns and buffs. Eggs 
seem to be laid at two days intervals. Incubation starts with the first egg laid, and lasts about 32 
to 33 days. Female incubates more than male. Male perches and patrols near the nest. Nest is 
always attended. Female is fed by male which provides food to nest.
Altricial chicks hatch over 2 to 4 days. They have closed eyes and wet down. They can't raise their 
heads and lie or sit at about two weeks of age. They stand at 18 to 20 days, and may walk soon 
after. They are fed by both parents, male brings prey and female gives them.
Young can eat small items themselves at about 16 to 18 days. At about 33 to 34 days of age, they 
can flap their wings and make flap-jumps.
Siblicide may occur but it is apparently rare.
Female broods the young for the first three weeks. Its detachment is gradual. As young are 
growing, she perches on edges of the nest in a nearby tree. Young leave the nest at about 38 to 
50 days. They remain within 100 to 200 metres from the nest, perching on trees, elevated 
perches or on the ground.
They are able to kill prey at 52 days of age, but young remain dependent on parents for several 
weeks more. Their early flights are short and clumsy.
This species produces only one brood per season.

Lifespan / Longevity:
Birds have been known to live for 20 years in the wild, but most birds probably die within the first 
five years. The oldest banded birds were recovered at age 20. First year mortality has been 
estimated at 66 percent and the adult mortality at 25 percent. The reasons for mortality include 
illegal shooting, loss of a satisfactory food supply, harassment, predation, and starvation of 
nestlings during times of low food supply. Ground nests are susceptible to predation by coyotes, 
and nestlings may be preyed upon by great horned owls and golden eagles.

Behavior:
Ferruginous Hawk hunts in varied manners. It may wait from a low perch or on the ground. When 
prey is detected, it launches itself with some wing beats, and then, it glides up to its prey. It also 
waits at the entrance of rodent burrows, or close to the recent works of a pocket gopher. It 
catches them when gother pushes the earth to the surface. The hawk spreads the wings, rises a 
few feet in the air, and comes down stiff-legged into the earth where its prey is transfixed and 
brought out. 
Ferruginous Hawk performs aerial hunting by quartering back and forth, relatively close to the 
ground, with flapping flight, gliding and hovering. They also soar at higher elevations to detect 
preys. 
In winter, we can see groups of up to 6 to 12 immature and adult hawks, hunting prairie-dogs 
from the ground. 
Sometimes, other eagles or hawks approach the site, flying at 7 to 10 metres from the ground. 
New arrivals threaten the hawks feeding on preys, by hopping and wing flapping, displacing them 
and creating a "feeding frenzy". We don't know if a hierarchy exists among Ferruginous Hawks at 
capture sites, but generally, eagles dominate the other raptors. 
Ferruginous Hawk roosts on cliffs, human structures, trees and on the ground, singly or in pairs. 
We can find small groups of 6 to 12 birds together in winter. They sleep standing erect, 



sometimes on one leg, with closed eyes. 
Ferruginous Hawk is aggressive during breeding season, chasing intruders away from territory, 
attacking them with open feet and talons grapping. When it is in aggressive posture, the hawk has 
held head upright and erected feathers on head, neck and breast. When it is threatened on the 
ground, it also holds the wings and has wide open bill. In the air, if there is an intruder, it 
performs buoyant flight displays, with deep and heavy wing beats, turning and performing 
undulating flight. 
Ferruginous Hawk is probably monogamous, and pair bonds may be maintained year round. 
Courtship displays include flights, with both birds soaring in wide circles relatively high in the air. 
Male performs a kind of "fly-dancing", with slow, deep, laboured wing beats, and irregular yawing 
and pitching. It dives and ascends often, close to the female from above, extends its legs and 
briefly grasps female. Both birds often may grasp each others beaks and talons, while spiralling 
towards the ground, screaming and calling. 
Copulation may occur after flight displays, but also after nest-building and male may performs 
courtship-feeding, bringing food to female throughout courtship period. 
Ferruginous Hawk harasses, chases and attacks near nest other raptors which may prey on 
young.

Communications:
Ferruginous Hawk is vocal during breeding season, and mainly during flight displays. It is very 
quiet during winter, even in small groups of up to 10 to 12 birds.
Alarm call is a scratchy "kree-a" and a harsh "kaah kaah", almost similar to the Herring Gull's call. 
These alarm calls seems to be weak and plaintive.
Young at nest utter cheeping sounds, and fledglings utter the same adult's sounds.


