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In the Species Spotlight:
The Ferruginous Hawk

The Ferruginous Hawk is a particularly interesting
species, especially for California, since it is dependent
upon grassland habitat such as we have at the Ramona
Grassland Preserve in San Diego County.
You can mark your calendar by their arrival into the
back country of San Diego County, usually around
October 1st.

The Ferruginous Hawk’s name comes from the Latin
ferrum for iron or iron-rust indicative of the rust/
reddish brown color on their bodies. Their scientific
name is Buteo (broad-winged) and regalis (royal).

The Ferruginous is actually the largest of the Buteos
and is the biggest hawk in the United States. It is a
very “chesty,” heavy-bodied raptor and some DNA
analysis suggests it may be closer to an eagle’s
taxonomy than that of a hawk. Either way, it is
one of the lesser known hawks despite its very
large size.

Range and Migration
An endemic raptor to North America, the Ferruginous ranges
from Canada down into Mexico. There are no subspecies and
this species occurs nowhere else in the world.

Ferruginous Hawks prefer arid and semi-arid regions of
North America and their preferred habitat is open, level, or
rolling prairies that can be found in the western United States.
Ferruginous hawks are named after their ferrous (iron rust)
color that the adults exhibit on their legs and back

Also in this Issue
Observing Ferruginous Hawks

Quick and easy tips for the best ways to observe
these graceful and endangered raptors and other
wildlife—without disturbing them.
Page 5.

Our WRI researchers have studied these beautiful raptors
nesting in Montana and then around the beginning of
September they migrate south for the winter, winding up in
our own backyard: the Ramona Grassland Preserve.

You can spot these majestic birds with their 4- to 5-foot
wingspans perched on the rock outcroppings in the grasslands
(cont’d on page 2)
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Buteo regalis (from page 1)

and on the electric poles that line Highland
Valley Road and Rangeland Road in Ramona.
By December most have settled into their winter
homes, with between seven and 22 birds spending
the season in Ramona where they rely upon the
Grassland Preserve for hunting.

There are only three
species of hawks and
eagles in the United
States that have what
is called a “booted”
leg; that is, a leg with
feathers going down
to their talons: Golden
Eagles, Roughlegged Hawk and the
Ferruginous Hawk. In
fact, the Ferruginous
Hawk used to be known
as the Ferruginous Rough-legged Hawk because of
its feathered legs.

By contrast,
compare the
“booted” legs of
the Ferruginous
Hawk above with
the bare tarsus
(non-feathered
lower leg) of
a Swainson’s
Hawk (left).

6 week old young
Ferruginous hawk
showing feathering
down to the toes
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The flight of the Ferruginous Hawk is active, with
slow wing beats much like that of a small eagle.
Soaring with the wings held in a strong dihedral has
been noted, as well as gliding with the wings held
flat, or in a modified dihedral. Hovering and low
cruising over the ground are also used as hunting
techniques. The wing beat has been described as
“fluid” by some observers.
Color Phases / Polymorphism
Just why certain hawks have color phases is not
understood, but there are some interesting theories
as described below in Noel and Helen Snyder’s
book “Raptors.” In it, the Snyders also reference
work by Dennis Paulson and Charles Preston
relating to color phases:
“Ferruginous Hawks, like most open-country
buteos, occur in various light and dark color
phases. In typical light phase, the species is
nearly clear white when viewed in flight from
below, with a conspicuous rufous V formed by
the legs against the lower abdomen and tail.
The topsides of the wings are basically gray
with rufous patches.
In the much rarer dark-phase, the body is solidly
black with a rufous wash, and the wings are
two-toned black and white when viewed from
below. The tail in both light and dark phases is
basically a dirty white underneath, and this is
often a very useful field mark for distinguishing
this species from most other large raptors at a
distance.

At least on this continent, the trait
(polymorphism) seems somehow related to
habitat, as the woodland raptors, with only
very rare exceptions, do not exhibit such
polymorphism. Giving added support to this
conclusion is the fact that dark color phases of
the Red-tailed Hawk are much more common in
the open country of the western states than in
the more forested regions of the eastern states.
Just why there is such a strong tendency toward
color phases in the open-country species is one
of the more interesting unresolved questions in
the biology of raptors. Conceivably it may have
something to do with individual recognition
at a distance for species that are primarily
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dependent on the visual, rather than vocal,
identification cues.
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Dark phase hawks occur in many species. This often causes
confusion in identification. This Red-tailed hawk lives in the
Ramona Grasslands where each year a dark phase
Ferruginous hawk also winters. This creates an identification
challenge.

Alternately, as Dennis Paulson suggested, it
could in some way relate to interactions with
prey species, perhaps increasing the difficulties
that prey might have in recognizing their
predators. Studies of the Red-tailed Hawk
in Arkansas by Charles Preston suggest that
different color-phase birds actually tend to
position themselves differently in perching,
perhaps to make themselves maximally
inconspicuous to prey. Whatever its primary
function, it is interesting to note that in
most species exhibiting this polymorphism,
including the Ferruginous Hawk, lightphase individuals greatly outnumber darkphase individuals. This fact may ultimately
prove to be important in elucidating the
significance of the variability.”

The male and female have identical
markings. The main difference is size,
with the female being larger. Perched
birds have a white neck and breast with
dark legs. The back and wings are a
brownish rust color. The head is white
with a dark streak extending behind
the eye. The wing tips almost reach
the tip of the tail. If it is a dark color
phase, then it often appears black on a
perch. Both color phases occur in the Ramona
Grasslands. These birds search for prey while
flying over open country or from a perch. They
may also wait in ambush outside the prey’s
burrow. Hunting may occur at any time of the day
depending upon the activity patterns of the major
prey species.
A bimodal pattern of early
morning and late afternoon
hunting is most common. In the
Ramona Grasslands they prey
upon the California Ground
Squirrel, gophers, and other
small mammals. They have been
known to also prey upon BurBlack-tailed Prairie Dog
rowing Owls. In other parts of 			
their habitat, prairie dogs are a favorite prey item.
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Nesting
The breeding habitat of the Ferruginous Hawk is
prairie and open country. The species may build a stick
nest on top of a tree or cliff edge, and in some cases, on
the ground. Sometimes, cattle dung is used to line
the nest.
In the central part of their range, the Ferruginous
Hawks are permanent residents and do not migrate for
the winter.
Both sexes are involved with building the nests,
however the male seems to be more involved in
retrieving materials while the female arranges them
in the structure.
Conservation

Map courtesy of www.whatbird.com 1

The Ferruginous Hawk
was on the
National Audubon Society’s
“Blue List” of
species felt to
be declining.
From 1971 to
1981 it retained
its “blue” status,
and from 1982
to 1986 it was
listed as a species of “Special
Concern.”

The United States Fish and Wildlife Service placed it
in a category of “undetermined” in 1973, and various
states have placed it in categories of “Threatened” or
“Endangered.”

In Canada, the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada considered this species
“Threatened” in 1980.

The Ferruginous Hawk is dependent upon native grasslands for breeding and wintering. Its breeding range
includes southeastern Alberta, southern Saskatchewan,
southwestern Manitoba, then south through eastern
Washington, eastern Oregon, and Nevada to Arizona
and New Mexico. The breeding range then extends
4

PREY AND HUNTING

Ferruginous
hawks have a
large gape when
they open their
mouth. The back
of the mouth
comes below the
eye (see picture),
and serves to
allow the
Ferruginous Hawk to swallow ground squirrels and other
food as quickly as possible. Since the Ferruginous hawk
shares the grasslands with Golden Eagles, they need to hunt
and consume their food quickly to prevent ever observant
eagles from attacking them for their food.
eastward to include Utah, Colorado, Wyoming, Idaho,
Montana, the Dakotas and parts of western Nebraska,
Oklahoma and Texas. This breeding range is the smallest of any buteo occurring regularly north of Mexico.
The wintering range includes the southerly portions of
the breeding range and includes the native Grasslands
of California.
High populations of prey species in wintering areas,
such as in the Ramona Grasslands, seems critical to
the hawks’ abilities to move onto the summer range in
breeding condition. Public education and the elimination of persecution and human disturbance must be
part of overall conservation planning.
The Ferruginous Hawk needs to fatten up each winter
at the Ramona Grasslands, this is one of the reasons
WRI is so concerned about the extensive trail system
planned in the Grasslands.

Observing the wildlife from an non-disturbing distance is critical, hence we promote perimeter trails, not
crisscrossing throughout the Preserve. Wildlife has a
“bubble,” that is, a distance that, when intruded upon,
diminishes their natural behavior and precludes them
from foraging and hunting successfully. Too many
people in a wildlife preserve, such as the Ramona
Grasslands, is directly opposite to the intent of putting
these Grasslands into the Multiple Species Conservation Program and conflicts with the Preserve purpose
and why The Nature Conservancy invested in the
Grassland preservation.
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Observing Ferruginous Hawks
at the Ramona Grassland
Preserve
• Bring a
good pair of
binoculars
or a scope.
• Bring a
field guide.

Ferruginous hawk young looking out over grassland towards the Rocky Mountains
This nest was on a small cliff only eight feet in height.

• Best viewing of Ferruginous
Hawks is October through
March at the Grassland
Preserve.
• Check the tops of the power
poles, but don’t park under
the birds’ perching spots.

• Scan the fields along
Rangeland Road and
Highland Valley Road for a
large “white” hawk either on
the ground or perched on a
boulder.
• All wildlife are wary of
humans, so be respectful of
their “bubble” or comfort
zone. If an animal changes
behavior as a result of your 		
presence, you are too close
Typical nest with four young. Good food supply (ground squirrels) and 		
experienced parents assure survival of all four. This nest was on a steep slope
on a small rock outcrop only four feet high.

• Be patient and train your eyes
to look for unusual shapes.
Your brain’s library of new
“search images” will increase
with practice.

These five week old Ferruginous hawks
are able to feed themselves. The adult
male would just drop off ground squirrels
and a food tug of war would ensue.
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Four-week old Ferruginous Hawk nestlings barely able to walk

THE SONG OF THE DODO:
Island Biology
in an Age of
Extinctions
by David Quammen

David Quammen is a two-time National Magazine
Award winner for his science essays and other work in
Outside magazine. He is the recipient of an Academy
Award in literature from the American Academy of
Arts and letters.
In his book, Song of the Dodo: Island Biogeography
in an Age of Extinctions, he interweaves scientific
theory, history, and the mysteries of evolution and extinction as they have been illuminated by the study of
islands. The isolation of islands makes them natural
laboratories of evolutionary extravagance. But the
dark message of island studies is that isolated bits of
ecosystem, whether natural or man-made, are also
hotbeds of extinction.
The first paragraph of the first chapter is this short
excerpt from this book; it describes what we are
dealing with on a daily basis in San Diego County.
Preserving land, without creating “islands”
vulnerable to ecosystem decay.
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“Let’s start indoors. Let’s start by imagining a fine Persian
carpet and a hunting knife. The carpet is twelve by eighteen,
say. That gives us 216 square feet of continuous woven
material.
Is the knife razor-sharp? If not, we hone it. We set about
cutting the carpet into thirty-six equal pieces, each one a
rectangle, two feet by three. Never mind the hardwood floor.
The severing fibers release small squeaky noises, like the
muted yelps of outraged Persian weavers. Never mind the
weavers.
When we’re finished cutting, we measure the individual
pieces, total them up—and find that, lo, there’s still nearly
216 square feet of recognizable carpet-like stuff. But what
does it amount to? Have we got thirty-six nice Persian throw
rugs? No. All we’re left with is three dozen ragged fragments,
each one worthless and commencing to come apart...”
An ecosystem is a tapestry of species and
relationships. Chop away a section, isolate that
section, and there arises the problem of unraveling.”
This is ecosystem decay, little by little. “Island”
biology causes faunal and floral collapse and extirpations
(local extinctions, such as our
Golden Eagles).
This is what can happen to the Ramona Grassland
Preserve if it is transected by trails instead of using
perimeter trails.
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EDITORIAL

“Eagles Don’t 		
Buy Stuff!”
By Leigh Bittner, WRI

I

was bemoaning the fact to a good
friend of mine, a national marketing and advertising executive, that
the government agencies, the County
administrators, and some parts of the general public of San
Diego County just don’t seem to care enough to really protect
some of our unique ecosystems and the wildlife that rely
upon these natural areas.
He explained it to me in four simple words: “Eagles don’t buy
stuff.”
Then I got it. We can’t get agencies to stick out their necks
to protest bad development decisions or bad preserve policies, when paying/voting human animals are out there saying
“ME FIRST.”
We must ask ourselves, are we willing to share this planet?
Can we share open space? Can we give up some development for open space, some wilderness so wildlife can be
wild? How about our property? Are we going to freak out
every time wildlife threatens our pet Fluffy?
When I moved to California, (I am technically a native, born
at Camp Pendleton to a Iwo Jima Silver Star war hero and a
WWII Cadet nurse), so I can claim native status! But when
I moved back here in 1988 from Kansas City, Missouri, I
was excited to move to what I believed was a conservationist state beyond compare. My disappointment was initially
aroused when I met with my first real estate agent in San
Diego who said, “If you want to build a home, you need to
first scrape the land and get rid of snakes and other animals.
Then plant some non-native ornamental trees.”
WHAT!!!! Scrape the land??? I soon found out this is a frequent practice in Southern California and a common phrase.

What about native species? What about those gorgeous
non-deciduous oaks that I only wish we had in Missouri!
Even in Missouri, with more rain, we had more respect for our
trees…planning neighborhoods around the forests…leaving
the largest trees where possible.
Now please forgive my rant, but the basic underlying problem
is human selfishness and ignorance. Putting humans above
all other animals and wildlife actually hurts humans the most.
When we deplete our native species, when we don’t save
room for them, when we continually harass them, we are
diminishing our own species. We are an inter-connected web
and the sooner we all can see that the better. And the sooner
governing agencies actually enforce the laws that are on the
books, and quit approving everything in the name of economics, the richer we will actually become. Unfortunately our
wildlife and wild places are limited, but human greed 		
is limitless.
The good news is that many people like you who are members of WRI, and the members and leadership of Bueno Vista
Audubon, Palomar Audubon and The Nature Conservancy,
and all the other wonderful conservation groups in San Diego
County, are willing to stand and continue the advocacy for
wildlife and wild places. In fact, Palomar Audubon has joined
with WRI to help fund the research reports that prove we
need to change the County Parks and Recreation trails plan
at Bandy Canyon near the Grasslands Preserve. Thank you,
thank you!
However, our advocacy for wildlife is a never-ending battle…
I have finally accepted that, but I don’t like it. We should not
have to work to Preserve the Preserve, such as the current
crisis in the Ramona Grasslands. After the Multiple Species
Conservation Program is designed, and approved by the
voters, we shouldn’t have to mitigate for the mitigation! That
is nothing more than a shell game, and pretty soon no one
remembers what the original agreements were about.
We need a complete paradigm shift in how we relate to wildlife and the wild places they need to survive. That means we
don’t get to hike everywhere we want. We don’t get to climb
7
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every rock face in the county. We don’t get to ride our dirt
bikes anywhere we please. And we can’t demand that County
Parks and Recreation put a trail to every square mile of land.

Many Thanks to Our Board of Directors
and WRI Staff!
We are pleased to have our organization
guided by so many qualified, experienced
and talented individuals, including:

It means we have to give wildlife some peace and some
place, and the corridors they need to move between the very
few truly wild places we have left in our county. We in San Diego County are blessed to live in the most biologically diverse
county in the mainland United States, but with this blessing comes with a huge responsibility to value these diverse
ecosystems.

Carol Angus
Howard Bailey, Ph.D.
Dave Bittner
Leigh Bittner
Carrie Chacksfield
Marcus Collado
Jim Hannan, Ph.D.
Shot Linton
Chris Meador

It is in this spirit of connectivity with all animals…lest we
forget, we too are animals…that we are publishing our report
on Golden Eagle territories that have been eradicated over the
past 10 years, and our most endangered, most threatened, or
soon to be destroyed Golden Eagle nest sites and territories in
San Diego County.
Please encourage our governing agencies and particularly our
County Supervisors, the San Diego Planning Commission, and
San Diego County Parks and Recreation, to abide by the Eagle
Act, and the spirit and intent of the Multiple Species Conservation Plan, without someone suing them to do so. In
testimony before our Planning Commissions and our County
Board of Supervisors, why is it that the reports from U.S. Fish
And Wildlife, The Nature Conservancy, Audubon, Wildlife
Research Eagle Biologists are ignored? Again, Eagles Don’t
Buy Stuff.

James Newland
Katie Quint
Renee Rivard
Kate Spier
Fred Sproul
Jim Tostado
Lorraine Truitt
Tina West
Erika Wright

Follow our events, research, and
adventures on Facebook!

A special thanks to our
friends at JPI Printing
Dan Regan, president of JPI Printing has
been a long-time supporter of WRI.
Contact him at 858-777-6595 for all
your printing needs.

We at WRI intend to be ambassadors for all the wildlife in our
region, from ocean to desert, from Harbor Seals to Golden
Eagles…since they can’t vote, they can’t speak, and they
can’t buy stuff.

10251 Vista Sorrento Parkway # 300
San Diego, CA 92121-3774
Map on page 5 courtesy of Mitch Waite Group at 		
www.whatbird.com, where you can download and purchase
the popular application ibirdPro Guide for your iPad® 		
or iPhone®.
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