
 

 

Isolated Habitat Series  

Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis) 

Species Ecology 

The life cycle of Ferruginous Hawk 

(Buteo regalis) has four main phases1, 

starting when: 1) overwintered birds 

migrate from southern United States and 

Mexico to nesting sites in Canada in 

March/ April, 

where 2) the 

breeding 

adults return 

to previous 

nests, or 

search for new locations to build their 

nests, and 3) chicks that begin to hatch 

in May, stay in the nest until they can 

learn to fly, at which point the 4) brood 

of fledglings leave the nest and hunt 

nearby as they mature, before they leave 

in August on their journey south for the 

winter. 

 

 

Habitat Ecology 

These migratory birds of prey migrate to 

Alberta annually to nest and rear their 

young in isolated trees or other tall 

structures in native grasslands, where 

prey is readily available.  

Migrating Habitat in Alberta1: Adults 

and juvenile birds begin to arrive in 

Alberta in March, travelling through 

native grasslands and parkland to 

reach their natal nesting sites, and in 

August, begin their journey south, 

back to their wintering grounds. 

Breeding Habitat1: Breeding adults 

engage in mating behaviour near 

nesting sites, which are located in 

isolated trees, cliffs, rock outcrops, and 

even utility structures in the middle of 

native grasslands.  

Foraging/Fledging Habitat2: Chicks start 

to hatch in May and stay in the nest for 

about five to seven weeks after hatching 

before they leave the nest, at which 

point they stay close to the nest for 

about three more weeks, before starting 

to migrate south for the winter.  

Home Ranges: Home ranges include two 

core areas: 1) nesting and brood rearing 

area (nesting territory), and 2) hunting 

grounds. Ferruginous hawk home ranges 

are large and in Canada have an average 

area of 3,180ha2. 

 

Movement 

Behaviour 

The most vulnerable life phases of this 

hawk are 1) during nesting, when nests 

are subject to high winds and predation, 

or 2) before a chick fledges, as they 

cannot fly away from/evade threats. 

Movement corridors are areas within 

the nesting territory where there is 

relatively low risk of predation or 

accidental death via human activities, 

and where native grasslands dominate. 

Rarity 

Conservation 
Status Rank3 

Breeding Habitat 
Vulnerable 

General Status 
Category 4 

May Be At Risk 

Wildlife Act 
Regulations5 

Special Concern 

COSEWIC Status6 Special Concern 

SARA-Listed7 Special Concern 

In Alberta, there are limited numbers of 

mating pairs4 due to severe population 

declines in the past and decrease in 

habitat suitability from conversion to 

various incompatible land uses. 

Additionally, the success of this hawk is 

reliant on a healthy ground squirrel prey 

base. 
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https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/dd6811f5-99e4-4663-a2f4-81f41b1e6b37/resource/2d4d4dd2-4992-46ac-960f-4f153123ffd7/download/1999-sar-statusferruginoushawk-june1999.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/dd6811f5-99e4-4663-a2f4-81f41b1e6b37/resource/2d4d4dd2-4992-46ac-960f-4f153123ffd7/download/1999-sar-statusferruginoushawk-june1999.pdf
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/dd6811f5-99e4-4663-a2f4-81f41b1e6b37/resource/2d4d4dd2-4992-46ac-960f-4f153123ffd7/download/1999-sar-statusferruginoushawk-june1999.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/cosewic-assessments-status-reports/ferruginous-hawk-2021.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/cosewic-assessments-status-reports/ferruginous-hawk-2021.html
https://www.albertaparks.ca/albertaparksca/management-land-use/alberta-conservation-information-management-system-acims/download-data/
https://www.alberta.ca/lookup/wild-species-status-search.aspx
https://kings-printer.alberta.ca/1266.cfm?page=1997_143.cfm&leg_type=Regs&isbncln=9780779844371&display=html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/cosewic-assessments-status-reports/ferruginous-hawk-2021.html
https://laws.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/s-15.3/page-10.html
https://www.alberta.ca/lookup/wild-species-status-search.aspx


 

 

Isolated Habitat Series  

Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis) 

What are Ferruginous Hawk habitats? 

For this project, habitats were defined as 

nesting and fledging areas, where 

maturing chicks learn to fly and hunt 

near their nest.  

To map ferruginous hawk habitats, 

nesting group areas were created using 

geospatial information for previous 

ferruginous hawk observations in 

Alberta3. To create a nesting group (NG) 

area, nest/chick/unique adult 

observation points were buffered using a 

1000-metre radius, an arbitrary 

industrial setback width used for 

ferruginous hawk nests4. Overlapping 

NGs were merged. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What does ‘isolated habitat’ mean? 

…the degradation or loss of connections 

between resource patches [habitat]. 

~Taylor 2022 

 

How do nesting groups become 

isolated? 

Annual cultivation has been identified 

as the leading cause of habitat 

modification4, because it creates a suite 

of isolating conditions that prevent or 

deter hawks from nesting or returning 

to nest in future seasons. These 

conditions include: 

• A loss of prey, in both diversity 

and in number,  due to changes in 

the grassland ecosystem to 

annual cultivation, which is also 

associated with the use of 

pesticides to control ground 

squirrels and other prey, and 

• A loss of nesting trees, where 

trees are removed when 

grasslands are converted to 

cultivation, or trees that are 

within the cultivation mosaic die 

and do not naturally regenerate.  

What are isolating conditions in nesting 

groups? 

Isolating conditions include removal of 

nesting structures and removal of prey 

habitat, as this deters ferruginous hawks 

from returning to their nests. While a 

variety of different land use activities can 

deter these hawks, areas with a high 

density of cultivation on the landscape 

has been identified as a major cause of 

low numbers of breeding pairs. 

Cultivation has historically been linked to 

loss of nesting locations, loss of prey, and 

loss of prey habitat2 . 

How did you determine isolating 

conditions to nesting groups? 

To determine 

which of the NGs 

were isolated, the 

proportion of 

cultivated land 

within each NG 

was calculated. 

NGs with more 

than 50% 

cultivated area 

were considered isolated.  
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https://www.alberta.ca/access-fwmis-data
https://open.alberta.ca/dataset/18ffb6c9-5c63-4750-b62c-2f4cb2ca93e7/resource/c5cc6615-6b10-4926-8ea9-abd783bea9a3/download/148614-draft.pdf
https://www.albertapcf.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Isolated-Habitats-Literature-Review-final-draft-formatted.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/cosewic-assessments-status-reports/ferruginous-hawk-2021.html#toc15
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/cosewic-assessments-status-reports/ferruginous-hawk-2021.html
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Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis) 

What were the mapping results? 

Of the 1,202 nesting groups mapped in 

the grasslands of Alberta, 876 (73%) 

were considered isolated. 

As shown in Figure 1, isolated nesting 

groups occur in higher density in the 

west portion of the grasslands where 

climates and soils are more conducive to 

annual cultivation. 

Interested in SAR habitat conservation? 

Species-specific habitat management 

activities are meant to reduce isolating 

conditions and re-connect isolated  

habitat patches for a given SAR; 

however, there is no one-size-fits-all 

approach. In the grasslands, it is often 

the case where habitat patches of one 

SAR overlap habitat patches of another. 

In some cases, the presence of one SAR, 

like a ferruginous hawk nest, may be a 

barrier to another SAR, like a swift fox.  

Visit PCF’s Isolated Habitat Webpage, to 

find organizations who can: 

• provide specific opportunities for 

habitat enhancement, development, 

and restoration of prairie habitats,  

and/or 

• help you to establish your legacy 

through SAR habitat conservation on 

your land. 

 
Figure 1 Isolated Ferruginous Hawk Nesting Groups 

User Notice 
Isolated habitat maps represent 

general areas that might benefit from 

SAR-specific habitat conservation 

efforts. PCF makes no representation 

or warranty, either expressed or 

implied, in fact or in law, with respect 

to the accuracy. 

❖ To view the isolated habitat mapping for this species, check out 

PCF’s Map Viewer 

❖ For more specifics on PCF’s Isolated Habitat initiative, check out 

PCF’s Isolated Habitat Website 

❖ Click on the superscript numbers in the text to access more 

knowledge 

https://www.albertapcf.org/isolated-habitats
https://connectivitymap.albertapcf.org/
https://www.albertapcf.org/isolated-habitats

