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Scientific Name Circus cyaneus
(Linnaeus, 1766)

Family Name Accipitridae
Hawks, Kites, Eagles

Did you know?
Unlike most hawks, harriers can use their sense of
hearing to help locate prey. Harriers have an
owl-like facial disk to help with directional hearing
and soft feathers for a quieter flight.

Summary
Protection   Threatened Species in New York State, protected federally.

This level of state protection means: any species which meet one of the following criteria:
1)  Any native species likely to become an endangered species within the foreseeable
future in New York. 2)  Any species listed as threatened by the U.S. Department of the
Interior.  

Rarity   G5, S3B,S3N

A global rarity rank of G5 means: Demonstrably secure globally, though it may be quite
rare in parts of its range, especially at the periphery.
A state rarity rank of S3B,S3N means: Typically 21 to 100 breeding occurrences or limited
breeding acreage and typically 20 to 100 non-breeding (usually winter residents)
occurrences in New York State.

State Ranking Justification

There were 354 probable and confirmed breeding blocks identified during the second
Breeding Bird Atlas (McGowan and Corwin 2008) and 355 probable and confirmed
breeding blocks identified during the first New York State Breeding Bird Atlas (1980-1985)
(Andrle and Carroll 1988). However, these numbers could be deceptive since they are
cumulative over several years and the birds occupy large breeding territories (i.e.
individuals reported in more than one block). They are widespread in winter, but numbers
are highly variable. There is concern about the status of Northern Harrier populations in
New York because of the loss of farmland and wetlands throughout the state.
This species is protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act. The Migratory Bird Treaty
Act implements various treaties and conventions between the U. S. and Canada, Japan,
Mexico and the former Soviet Union for the protection of migratory birds. Under this Act,
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taking, killing, or possessing migratory birds, including nests or eggs, is unlawful unless
specifically permitted by other regulations.

Conservation Issues
Threats

One of the most significant threats to Northern Harrier populations in New York is the loss
of suitable grassland habitat. Economic factors have affected the viability of farms in New
York. Many farmers have intensified their farming practices, converted hayfields to row
crops, or abandoned farming altogether (Andrle and Carroll 1988, Post 2005). Remaining
hayfields are often mowed earlier and more frequently to increase production. As a result,
the mortality rate of young in those fields is high and sometimes adults are killed during
mowing. As farms are abandoned they are lost to development or the land reverts to
shrublands and forests. Grasslands are becoming more scattered and isolated thereby
reducing connectivity (Post 2005). Another significant threat to Northern Harriers is the loss
of wetland habitat by draining, dredging, and filling marshes (Evers 1992 cited in
NatureServe 2003). New York State has lost over half of its wetlands since colonization
(Tiner 1984 cited in NatureServe 2003). More recently, losses of wetlands in the Lake
Plains portion of the state have been offset as agricultural lands revert back to wetlands,
although net losses of wetlands in the Hudson Valley continue. Emergent marshes, which
constitute only five percent of the state's 2.5 million acres, have declined overall. Equally
important, the quality of remaining habitat is often degraded by fragmentation, exotic
plants, and nutrient enrichment (Riexinger, personal communication, October 31, 2003).
Ditching of salt marshes for mosquito control may have negative effects on breeding
populations (Serrentino and England 1989).

Management Considerations

Large areas of open habitat in breeding and wintering areas need to be maintained in order
to ensure the persistence of this species in New York. Potential management practices
include burning, mowing, and plowing of fields after the breeding season. Use Landowner
Incentive Program funds to conserve privately-owned grasslands. Coordinate conservation
efforts with other agencies and organizations and initiate an outreach program (Post 2005).
It may also be possible to design a management plan that would include other threatened
species with similar habitat requirements, such as the Short-eared Owl.

Research Needs

Implement accurate and standardized survey methods to determine the population size in
New York. Data should be collected on hunting habitat and roost site selection in various
habitats such as salt marshes, freshwater wetlands, agricultural habitats, and maritime
heaths. Determine the sizes of hunting ranges of birds during the breeding and
non-breeding season at sites with varying densities and habitat types. Determine the
causes of breeding failure and mortality in young and adults. Conduct studies on the
techniques used to maintain early successional habitats. Comparisons between treatments
and the cost-effectiveness of each treatment are especially needed. Determine the amount
and type of disturbances that breeding Northern harriers will tolerate. In coastal areas,
determine the effect of salt marsh ditching on populations and their major prey species.
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Short Term Trends

Northern Harrier populations vary with rodent populations, peaking about every five years.
Breeding populations appear to be fairly stable when comparing the two breeding bird
atlases of New York. During the first Breeding Bird Atlas (1980-1985), 355 probable or
confirmed blocks were reported (Andrle and Carroll 1988). During the second Breeding
Bird Atlas, probable or confirmed breeding was reported in 354 blocks (McGowan and
Corwin 2008). Since Northern Harriers have a large home range, it is possible that
individuals were reported in more than one block. Declines were noted by McGowan and
Corwin (2008) in the Adirondacks, Coastal Lowlands, St. Lawrence Plains, and Tug Hill
Plateau, while the number of reported blocks increased in the Champlain Valley to the
northern Hudson Valley, Mohawk Valley, and Appalachian Plateau (McGowan and Corwin
2008). Breeding Bird Survey data show a possible decline of 3.8% per year between 1980
and 2006. Although, these findings were not found to be statistically significant (Sauer et al.
2007). Non-breeding populations appear to be their highest during spring and fall migration
(Levine 1998). Wintering populations fluctuate with prey abundance and snow cover, but
appear to be fairly stable.

Long Term Trends

Until about the 1950s, breeding Northern Harriers were considered common throughout the
state. Between the 1950s and 1960s the population started to decline for unknown reasons
(Andrle and Carroll 1988, Levine 1998). The downward trend may be attributed to habitat
loss ranging from reforestation and filling of wetlands to urban and industrial development
(Serretino 1992). Although it is not certain, pesticide use may have also played a role in the
population decline (Levine 1998). Breeding Bird Survey data show a possible decline of
3.0% per year from 1966 to 2006. Although, these findings were not determined to be
statistically significant (Sauer et al. 2007). Wintering populations appear to be fairly stable.
Northern Harriers have been known to winter in areas where they are locally extirpated as
breeders (Serrentino 1992).

Habitat
Northern Harriers use a wide range of open grasslands, shrubland, and salt and freshwater
marshes (Andrle and Carroll 1988, McGowan and Corwin 2008). Nests are placed on the ground,
usually in dense cover.

Associated Ecological Communities

Brackish Meadow
A moist, moderately well-drained brackish (salinity 0.5-18 ppt) perennial grassland with
occasional isolated shrubs that is typically situated in a belt at the upper edge of salt
marshes bordering sandy uplands, but may occupy large portions of interdunal basins. The
community usually develops in areas with a unique combination of soils and hydrology, on
deep deposits of periodically windblown or overwashed gleyed sands that are usually
flooded only during spring tides and during major coastal storms, approximately two to
three times per year.

Brackish Tidal Marsh
A marsh community that occurs where water salinity ranges from 0.5 to 18.0 ppt, and water
is less than 2 m (6 ft) deep at high tide. The vegetation in a brackish tidal marsh is dense
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and dominated by tall grass-like plants.

Deep Emergent Marsh
A marsh community flooded by waters that are not subject to violent wave action. Water
depths can range from 6 in to 6.6 ft (15 cm to 2 m). Water levels may fluctuate seasonally,
but the substrate is rarely dry, and there is usually standing water in the fall.

Dwarf Pine Plains
A woodland community dominated by dwarf individuals of pitch pine and scrub oak that
occurs on nearly level outwash sand and gravel plains in eastern Long Island. The soils are
infertile, coarse textured sands that are excessively well-drained.

Freshwater Tidal Marsh
A marsh community that occurs in shallow bays, shoals, and at the mouth of tributaries of
large tidal river systems, where the water is usually fresh (salinity less than 0.5 ppt), and
less than 2 m (6 ft) deep at high tide. Typically there are two zones in a freshwater tidal
marsh: a low-elevation area dominated by short, broadleaf emergents bordering mudflats
or open water, and a slightly higher-elevation area dominated by tall grass-like plants.

Hempstead Plains Grassland
A tall grassland community that occurs on rolling outwash plains in west-central Long
Island. This community occurs inland, beyond the influence of offshore winds and salt
spray.

High Salt Marsh
A coastal marsh community that occurs in sheltered areas of the seacoast, in a zone
extending from mean high tide up to the limit of spring tides. It is periodically flooded by
spring tides and flood tides. High salt marshes typically consist of a mosaic of patches that
are mostly dominated by a single graminoid species.

Low Salt Marsh
A coastal marsh community that occurs in sheltered areas of the seacoast, in a zone
extending from mean high tide down to mean sea level or to about 2 m (6 ft) below mean
high tide. It is regularly flooded by semidiurnal tides. The mean tidal range of low salt
marshes on Long Island is about 80 cm, and they often form in basins with a depth of 1.6
m or greater.

Maritime Grassland
A grassland community that occurs on rolling outwash plains of the glaciated portion of the
Atlantic coastal plain, near the ocean and within the influence of offshore winds and salt
spray.

Maritime Shrubland
A shrubland community that occurs on dry seaside bluffs and headlands that are exposed
to offshore winds and salt spray.

Medium Fen
A wetland fed by water from springs and seeps. These waters are slightly acidic (pH values
generally range from 4.5 to 6.5) and contain some dissolved minerals. Plant remains in
these fens do not decompose rapidly and thus the plants in these fens usually grow on
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older, undecomposed plant parts of woody material, grasses, and mosses.

Salt Panne
A shallow depression in a salt marsh where the marsh is poorly drained. Pannes occur in
both low and high salt marshes. Pannes in low salt marshes usually lack vegetation, and
the substrate is a soft, silty mud. Pannes in a high salt marsh are irregularly flooded by
spring tides or flood tides, but the water does not drain into tidal creeks. After a panne has
been flooded the standing water evaporates and the salinity of the soil water is raised well
above the salinity of sea-water.

Shallow Emergent Marsh
A marsh meadow community that occurs on soils that are permanently saturated and
seasonally flooded. This marsh is better drained than a deep emergent marsh; water
depths may range from 6 in to 3.3 ft (15 cm to 1 m) during flood stages, but the water level
usually drops by mid to late summer and the soil is exposed during an average year.

Shrub Swamp
An inland wetland dominated by tall shrubs that occurs along the shore of a lake or river, in
a wet depression or valley not associated with lakes, or as a transition zone between a
marsh, fen, or bog and a swamp or upland community. Shrub swamps are very common
and quite variable.

Successional Old Field
A meadow dominated by forbs and grasses that occurs on sites that have been cleared
and plowed (for farming or development), and then abandoned or only occasionally
mowed.

Successional Shrubland
A shrubland that occurs on sites that have been cleared (for farming, logging,
development, etc.) or otherwise disturbed. This community has at least 50% cover of
shrubs.

Other Probable Associated Communities

Alvar grassland
Calcareous pavement barrens
Dwarf shrub bog
Inland salt marsh
Salt shrub
Successional northern sandplain grassland

Associated Species

Short-Eared Owl (Asio flammeus)
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Range

The map shows the known locations for northern harrier (black dots) based on the New York Natural Heritage Program database  and the first New
York Breeding Bird Atlas.  A general approximation of the potential breeding range (blue shading) throughout the state is based on the U.S. Forest
Service Ecological Units (Keys et al. 1995).

Data Sources

- New York Natural Heritage Program (Natural Heritage Element Occurrences)
- NYS GIS Data Sharing Cooperative, simplified by NYS Department of Environmental Conservation, Habitat Inventory Unit

(County Boundary for New York State)
- U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service (Subregions of the conterminous United States)
- The New York Breeding Bird Atlas

Best Places to See

Fort Edward Grasslands (Washington County)
Galeville Grasslands (Orange, Ulster Counties)
Point Peninsula (Jefferson County)

New York State Distribution

Northern Harriers are confirmed breeders in the western Great Lakes plain, open habitats
of the Adirondacks, western Finger Lakes, Long Island, and the Hudson, Saint Lawrence,
and Lake Champlain valleys. The winter range is similar depending on prey abundance
and snow cover.

Global Distribution

Breeding: In North America, the breeding range of the Northern Harrier ranges from
northern Alaska to northern Saskatchewan and southern Quebec; south to northern Baja
California, southern Texas, southern Missouri, West Virginia, southeastern Virginia, and
North Carolina (and formerly Florida). They breed rarely or erratically south of the North
American breeding range (MacWhirter and Bildstein 1996 cited in NatureServe 2003). In
Eurasia, Northern Harriers can be found from the British Isles, Scandinavia, northern
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Russia and Siberia south to the Mediterranean region, southern Russia, Turkestan,
Amurland, Ussuriland, Sakhalin, and the Kurile Islands (AOU 1983 cited in NatureServe
2003). The breeding range is large but often highly discontinuous. 
Non-breeding: During the non-breeding season, Northern Harriers are found in North
America from southern Canada or the northern contiguous United States south through the
United States, Middle America, and the Antilles to northern Columbia, Venezuela, and
Barbados. They are considered casual or accidental in Hawaii (AOU 1983 cited in
NatureServe 2003, MacWhirter and Bildstein 1996 cited in NatureServe 2003). In North
America, Northern Harriers winter in the largest numbers in the Great Basin and central
and southern Great Plains (Root 1988 cited in NatureServe 2003). The coastal areas of
New York, New Jersey, Delaware, Maryland, and Virginia support the highest number of
wintering birds in the Northeast (National Audubon Society 1971-74, 1982-83, 1985-87
cited in NatureServe 2003). In Eurasia, they are found from the British Isles, southern
Scandinavia, and southern Japan south to northwestern Africa, Asia Minor, India, Burma,
eastern China, and the Ryukyu Islands (AOU 1983 cited in NatureServe 2003).

Identification Comments
Identifying Characteristics

The Northern Harrier is a slim, medium-sized hawk with long, broad wings and long legs
and tail. There are two features that are useful in identifying this species: a facial ruff that
gives them an owl-like appearance and a white rump that is visible when in flight. Northern
Harriers are known to fly low over fields and to hover in flight over prey. Sexes are
dimorphic. Adult females are dark brown above and buffy below. There is some streaking
in the underparts. The tail is barred. Males differ in that they are gray above and white
below. Underparts have reddish spots. Wingtips are black. Males have brown dorsal
markings until three to four years of age. Immature harriers are similar in appearence to
females except they have a cinnamon-colored breast and the back and wings are darker
brown. Immature plumage is retained until the following spring or summer. When laid, eggs
are pale blue, but turn white after a few days. Some eggs have brown markings. Nests are
built of grasses and sticks on the ground in thick vegetation of grassland or marshes.
Northern harriers have a few vocalizations that are used in various situations. In general,
the call is a weak, nasal whistle ("pee, pee, pee"). A "wailing squeal" is used by females to
males and young to adults when begging for food. The same call can be heard during
courtship. Incubating females may use a "quip, quip, quip" call.

Behavior

During the breeding season, males hunt farther away from the nest site than females.
Northern Harriers are known to congregate during the winter months in open habitats with
high rodent populations. They usually abandon wintering grounds with deep snow cover.
They are known to share wintering grounds with other bird species, such as Short-eared
Owls and Rough-legged Hawks.
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Diet

Northern Harriers prey upon rodents and small birds.

The Best Time to See

Northern Harriers are found in New York throughout the year. During the breeding season,
the best time to look for Northern Harriers is May through June. Concentrations of birds
may be found in suitable habitat with abundant prey during the winter months.

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Present
Breeding

The time of year you would expect to find Northern Harrier in New York.

Similar Species

Rough-Legged Hawk(Buteo lagopus): Northern Harriers and Rough-legged Hawks are
found in similar habitats during the winter. Rough-legged Hawks are larger and have a
white tail with dark bands. They lack the white rump patch that is present on Northern
Harriers. Northern Harriers also have an owl-like facial ruff. Both species are known to
hover in flight.

Short-Eared Owl(Asio flammeus): Northern Harriers have an owl-like facial disk which
may cause some confusion when initially trying to distinguish them from Short-eared Owls.
Short-eared Owls lack the distinctive white rump patch of Northern Harriers.

Taxonomy
Kingdom     Animalia

Phylum     Craniata

Class     birds (Aves)

Order     Raptors (Falconiformes)

Family     Accipitridae (Hawks, Kites, Eagles)

Additional Common Names

Marsh Hawk
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Additional Resources
Links

NatureServe Explorer
http://natureserve.org/explorer/servlet/NatureServe?searchName=CIRCUS+CYANEUS

Google Images
http://images.google.com/images?q=CIRCUS+CYANEUS

New York State Department of Environmental Conservation
http://www.dec.ny.gov/animals/7090.html
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