
 

Red-tailed Hawk 
Buteo Jamaicensis 

 

Natural History  

Description: The Red-tailed Hawk is a large, stout-bodied 
hawk, with a buff-colored chest, a brick red tail, a brown back 
and broad wings. Males and females are similar in coloration, 
yet females are larger. The Red-tailed is one of the most vari-
able raptors in North America with 16 recognized subspecies, 
ranging from nearly pure white to a solid chocolate brown.  
 
Vocalizations: The most well-known call is a hoarse “keee-eee-
arrr”  scream which is often used erroneously as a voice over in 
media that features Bald Eagles. This vocalization is used in ter-
ritorial disputes and as an alarm call.  During courtship the 
hawks use a “chwrik” . Nestlings produce a persistent “klee-uk” food-begging call. 
 
Habitat: This species uses a broad range of habitats, featuring open areas with patches of 
trees and scattered elevated perches. Red-tailed Hawks are spotted frequently at CNC during 
migration and are known to nest in the area. 
 
Migration: Red-tailed Hawk migration can be described as a “leap-frog” pattern, that is com-
plex and variable depending on weather, snow cover and food supply. Northern birds may 
migrate past birds which remain on their territory year-round. 
 
Diet: The Red-tailed Hawk is predominantly a “perch-and-pounce” predator. Its diet is made 
up mostly of mice, rats and cottontails, but this hawk will also eat birds, reptiles, amphibians, 
invertebrates and even carrion.   
 
Lifespan: The record life-span for a wild hawk was 21.5 yrs and a captive bird was 29.5 yrs.  
 

Breeding:  The pair will perform aerial displays year-round that are 
thought to maintain the pair-bond. These displays are most frequent 
in the spring and include dives, ascents and food transfers. The male 
and female both help build the nest, which is commonly in the 
crown of tall trees in woodlots. The female lays 1-5 white eggs.  
 
Conservation Status: This species is common but is protected 
through the migratory bird treaty. Threats to the Red-tailed Hawks 
include nestling predation by Great Horned Owls, starvation, shoot-
ing and trapping, secondary poisoning from pesticides and rodenti-
cides, collisions with vehicles, electrocution, territorial battles and 
injuries from their prey.    
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