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  Eagles, Hawks and Falcons:
   Diurnal Raptors of Utah

“The hawk, as a lethal
agent, is the perfect flower

of that still utterly
mysterious alchemy -- evolution.

     No man-made machine can, or ever
     will, synthesize that perfect coordination

of eye, muscle and pinion
as he stoops to his kill.”

- Aldo Leopold -

I f you’ve ever gazed upon an eagle soaring
silently on massive wings above a desolate canyon
in the West Desert; if you’ve ever watched a colorful,

spry kestrel hovering over a grassy field in search of a meal; or if
you’ve ever had your attention caught by the wild cry of an osprey high

above the morning mist of a mountain lake, then you’ve already gained a sense of the unique combination of efficient design
and beauty that sets eagles, hawks and falcons apart from other creatures of the sky.

The term “raptor” comes from a Latin word meaning “to plunder or to seize.”  It generally refers to all birds of prey,
including the diurnal (active during the day) raptors, eagles, hawks and falcons, which scientifically are members of the
order Falconiformes.  This order is often subdivided into two major groups, the hawks, eagles and osprey, and the falcons.
Raptors overall  have large, hooked beaks for tearing flesh, strong feet with sharp talons for grasping and killing, and
excellent binocular vision five to eight times better than that of humans, all adaptations for a predatory way of life.

Raptors comprise an interesting and varied group of birds, differing as much behaviorally, as they do in appearance.  Many
raptors mate for life and return to the same nesting territory for many years.  Depending on the species, they build their
nest or “aerie” high above the ground on sturdy limbs, on rocky cliff ledges and sometimes on or near the ground, but
generally in a secluded area that provides safety and solitude.  Nests are loosely built of sticks and twigs, and sometimes

lined with feathers and down.  The female begins incubation before the last egg is laid,
resulting in young of differing ages in the same brood.  If food is scarce, not all will survive.

Some raptors are permanent residents, living in the same territory all there lives, al-
though most exhibit some form of migratory behavior.  Of those that do migrate, some

initiate migration behavior primarily because of food shortages, and  in others
it is instinctual.  Distances of migration vary between species with some
wintering as far south as Peru.  During migration, a raptor can cover
several hundred miles a day, depending on weather and wind conditions.

Migrating raptors often follow mountain ranges, climbing high  on updrafts
that rise along ridges and gliding on thermals.  During the spring and fall, many

such sites in Utah provide great opportunities for viewing migrating raptors.

Humans and raptors have had a long and sometimes contradictory
relationship throughout history.  At times raptors were revered and

idolized as symbols of nobility, sacred power and freedom.  At other
times they were viewed as competitors, thieves and varmints for which

a bounty was paid.  Later during the era of widespread use of DDT, they
taught us serious lessons about the detriments of environmental contami-

nants.  And today, growing respect and appreciation of their ecological value
as key members of natural communities and barometers of environmental
health have spurred conservation of these birds around the world.

Whereas most raptor populations in the west are faring relatively well, habitat loss,
human disturbance, illegal killing and environmental contamination continue to pose

threats.  Although all raptors are protected by state and federal laws such as the
Migratory Bird Treaty Act, continued diligence and educational efforts on our part will

be needed to keep these true symbols of the wild alive and well!

Read on to learn more about Utah’s
            Eagles, Hawks and Falcons!
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Bald Eagle - Haliaeetus leucocephalus

Almost everyone knows what an adult bald eagle looks
like.  We see its majestic image on our nation’s official seal, on one
dollar bills and on postal trucks.  That’s because on June 20, 1782, the bald
eagle was adopted by the Continental Congress as the central figure for the Great
Seal of the United States, representing “free spirit, high soaring and courage.”  Its power
and mystery were recognized well before then by early inhabitants of this continent, who drew
its impressive likeness on silent canyon walls, carved its dignified figure into pottery and coveted its
grand feathers for ceremonial purposes.

Although there are over 60 species of eagles worldwide, bald eagles are the only eagles
found exclusively in North America, ranging from the Gulf of Mexico to near the Arctic.
They belong to a group of eagles known as “sea eagles, ” a fact directly reflected in the
scientific name, Haliaeetus leucocephalus, the Greek wording for “sea eagle with white
head.”  Not exclusive to coastal areas, they usually occupy many areas associated with water
such as lakes, rivers and reservoirs where they feed predominantly on fish, as well as ducks, coots,
small mammals and carrion.

The bald eagle isn’t really bald as its common named suggests.  The term “bald” comes from an old English word
for white which was spelled “balde,” and refers to the pure white feathers covering its head.  This gleaming white
head and its white tail, in contrast with its very large, dark body make the bald eagle unmistakably recognized — at
least as an adult.  In their first four to five years of life, immature bald eagles have dark feathered heads and bodies,
making them easily confused with golden eagles.  They can be distinguished mainly by white mottling patterns on
the undersides of their wing and tail feathers.

Utah hosts one of the largest state populations of wintering bald eagles with more than 1,200 counted statewide in
recent years.  This represents about 25 to 30 percent of the bald eagles wintering in the western half of the lower
48 states and indicates the significance of Utah’s winter habitat for bald eagles.  Arriving in early November they
often congregate in large numbers at feeding and roosting sites where they perch atop dead cottonwoods along
rivers or coniferous trees at higher elevations.

Although abundant in Utah during the winter, bald eagles are rare as breeders.  Only four active nests currently exist
within the state.  Three are in southeastern Utah and a fourth, located on the south end of the Great Salt Lake, was

newly established in 1996.  Records indicated that bald eagles had not
nested within this part of the state since 1918.  Bald eagles mate for
life, and the pair occupying this nest  has been relatively prolific.
Between 1996 and 1998, two eaglets were successfully produced

each year, and in 1999, three were produced.  Only time will tell if one
or two of these young will choose to nest in Utah as well.

Golden Eagle - Aquila chrysaetos

Weighing up to 13 pounds and with a wingspan of 7 feet or more, the golden
eagle is one of the world’s largest birds of prey.  Soaring across stretches of
not only North America, but Central America, Europe, Africa and Asia, it is

the more recognized eagle species globally compared to its popular cousin in
America, the bald eagle.

In ancient times, the Greeks and Vikings saw the golden eagle as a consort and
messenger of the gods, and  to the Romans it was the mark of the empero.  Long
named the “King of Birds, ” medieval European cultures for centuries viewed it as
a symbol of power and majesty, adorning heraldic crests and coats of arms with

its strong and assertive image.  When falconry flourished, the golden
eagle was flown only by kings.

Red-tailed Hawk - Buteo jamaicensis

The red-tailed hawk is probably the most common, most widely distributed and best known of all hawks in North
America.  It is a large, stocky hawk of woodlots, fields, alpine meadows, prairies and roadsides all across the the
nation — the classic buteo.  In Utah it is the only year-round resident broad-winged hawk.  Because of this and its
abundance it is probably the most likely hawk that you will see at any time of the year.  It is also the hawk you are
most likely to hear.  Its call, the familiar high-pitched, downward-slurred  kree-e-e-e-e scream reminescent of a
squealing pig, is the hawk call heard in practically every Hollywood western that’s been made.

The red-tailed hawk is highly variable in its coloration, however, sometimes making positive identification of
the species difficult.  In western North America there are three different color phases — a light phase, a
red-phase, and a melanistic, or dark phase.  Interbreeding between color phases complicates things by

resulting in a broad range of intermediates.  Red-tails do have a few specific distinguishing features that
can be used to aid in their identification as they soar overhead.

As their name implies, red-tailed hawks have a reddish cinnamon or rufous colored tail with a thin
black band near the edge, but only as adults.  Immature birds have finely barred brown tails that
show white at the base.  In addition, the tails of the immatures are longer than those of the adults.
In lighter and reddish phases, a distinct dark band running across the belly of the red-tail is a

strong indictor of the species.  Also, two features on the undersides of the wings, a set of bold
“commas” located on the wrist or carpal area of each wing and a thick, dark line running
along the leading edge of the arm (patagium), aid significantly in identification.

Red-tailed hawks are highly versatile and adaptable birds.  They have been able to
acclimate well to a world changed by people.  For example, agricultural practices which

cleared unuseable dense forests created open fields for foraging and telephone poles
stretching across the landscape provided excellent perches for hunting.  As hunters, they

are consummate opportunists, feeding on any furred, feathered, or scaled creature that is
smaller than a groundhog, although rodents are the mainstay of their diet.  Perhaps if you
watch for a while you’ll see one stooping for a meal.

The golden eagle was an important bird to Native Americans as well.  Prized as tokens of strength, valor and power,
eagle feathers were treasured for use in ceremonies.  Some western tribes even took eaglets from their nests and
raised the birds in their camps to collect feathers when they molted.  Settlement of the west however brought
controversy and persecution to the golden eagle.  Viewed as a rival responsible for depredations on lambs and
calves, golden eagles became targets of bullets, traps and poison.  As recently as 1948 some states still paid a
bounty for golden eagles, and until outlawed in 1962, aerial gunning was common in parts of the west.  Its reputa-
tion as killer persists despite many studies showing that golden eagles usually only eat livestock already dead from
other causes.  Normally they feed on a broad range of birds, reptiles and mammals, though jackrabbits are their
primary prey.

The only other bird with which a golden eagle could be confused is the turkey vulture, Cathartes aura, another
large, dark feathered soaring bird which occupies similar habitat.  The turkey vulture, in contrast to the golden eagle,
soars with wings held up at an angle forming a shallow “V” or dihedral whereas, bald eagles soar on flat wings.
The smaller, featherless head of the turkey vulture is also red in color.  Turkey vultures are often included in raptor
field guides, but technically are not raptors since they are scavengers and do not possess strong feet and sharp
talons for grasping prey.  Turkey vultures are actually more closely related to storks than to raptors.

Today, the golden eagle is the most numerous eagle in North America, living primarily in the west where the popula-
tion is estimated to exceed 60,000 birds.  It is an eagle of rugged cliffs, canyons and the adjacent open country
which provides consistent breezes and thermals for soaring.  The shiny golden washed feathers of its head and nape
give it its name.  The rest of the feathers of its body are a rich dark brown except for a trace of white feathering at
the base of the tail. It belongs to a group of eagles known as “booted” eagles because it has feathers extending down
the entire length of its legs to the toes.  Next time you’re out in open county, look skyward for these masterful
hunters soaring above.

Raptors Rule!
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