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1. Species: Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis) 
 

2. Status:  Table 1 summarizes the current status of this species or subspecies by various 
ranking entity and defines the meaning of the status. 

 
Table 1.  Current status of Buteo regalis 
Entity Status Status Definition 
NatureServe G4 Species is Apparently Secure 

At fairly low risk of extinction or elimination due to an extensive range and/or 
many populations or occurrences, but with possible cause for some concern as a 
result of local recent declines, threats, or other factors. 

CNHP S3B, S4N Species is Vulnerable 
At moderate risk of extinction or elimination due to a fairly restricted range, 
relatively few populations or occurrences, recent and widespread declines, 
threats, or other factors. 

Colorado 
State List 
Status 

SGCN, Tier 2 
 

Species of Greatest Conservation Need. 

USDA Forest 
Service 

R2 Sensitive Region 2 Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species 

USDI FWSb BoCC Included in USFWS Birds of Conservation Concern list 
a Colorado Natural Heritage Program. 
b US Department of Interior Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 
The 2012 U.S. Forest Service Planning Rule defines Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) as 
“a species, other than federally recognized threatened, endangered, proposed, or candidate 
species, that is known to occur in the plan area and for which the regional forester has determined 
that the best available scientific information indicates substantial concern about the species' 
capability to persist over the long-term in the plan area” (36 CFR 219.9). This overview was 
developed to summarize information relating to this species’ consideration to be listed as a SCC 
on the Rio Grande National Forest, and to aid in the development of plan components and 
monitoring objectives. 
 
3. Taxonomy 
 
Genus/species Buteo regalis is accepted as valid (ITIS 2015). 
 
4. Distribution, abundance, and population trend on the planning unit [12.53.2,3,4]: 
 
Ferruginous Hawks breed from eastern Washington east to southern Saskatchewan, south to 
northern Texas, south and west through central New Mexico and central Arizona, and as far west 
as southeastern Nevada. In Colorado, they are found primarily on the eastern plains, in the 
grassland and lowland riparian habitat types. Small numbers of these hawks nest in northwestern 
Colorado and the San Luis Valley (Colorado Partners in Flight 2000).  
 
There are no confirmed occurrences of this species within the planning area within the past 20 
years. Two observations (1992) occur on private lands within the RGNF administrative boundary.  
Due to a lack of occurrence, no trend information for this species in the planning area is available.  
 



2 
 

Table 2. Known Occurrence Frequency within the Planning Area (NRIS database) 

Known Occurrences in the past 20 years 0 
Year Last Observed N/A 

 
5. Brief description of natural history and key ecological functions [basis for other 12.53 

components];  
 

Range-wide, ferruginous hawks occupy a variety of habitat types including open grasslands, 
shrub-steppe, croplands, desert, and the periphery of western pinyon (Pinus eulis) – juniper 
(Juniperus spp.) woodlands (Jasikoff 1982, Gilmer and Stewart 1983, Olendorff 1993, Bechard 
and Schmutz 1995, all cited in Collins and Reynolds 2005). Dense forests, extensive aspen 
parklands, high elevations, narrow canyons, and habitats recently altered by human development 
or cultivation are avoided (Janes 1985, Palmer 1988, Black 1992, Olendorff 1993, Bechard and 
Schmutz 1995 cited in Collins and Reynolds 2005 cited in Collins and Reynolds 2005). 
 
Structures used for nesting are variable. Ranked in order of use, these structures include trees and 
shrubs, cliffs, utility structures, and ground outcrops. Juniper is the most commonly used tree for 
nesting, especially in the juniper forest/shrub-steppe interface in states west of the Continental 
Divide. Nesting areas (territories) often contain multiple alternate nests (Bechard and Schmutz 
2005). 
 
Nest-building occurs generally in March in Colorado. Eggs are laid in early to mid-April. 
Incubation is estimated at 32-33 days, with fledging occurring 38-50 after hatching (Bechard and 
Schmutz 1995).  
 
Range-wide and Region 2 annual variation in ferruginous hawk breeding numbers is primarily 
influenced by changes in prey abundance while annual variation in winter abundance of 
ferruginous hawks is primarily related to winter severity and prey abundance. Most ferruginous 
hawks return to breeding areas in late February or early March in northeastern Colorado. 
Information is lacking regarding the migratory status of ferruginous hawks in Kansas, Nebraska, 
and southern Colorado, but populations in these areas are probably sedentary or only partially 
migratory (Collins and Reynolds 2005).  
 
Ferruginous hawks winter in open terrain from grassland to desert. East of the Continental 
Divide, winter habitat selected by ferruginous hawks is primarily grassland, often in proximity to 
prairie dogs. In Colorado, wintering ferruginous hawks were reported to concentrate in habitats 
with the highest densities of prairie dogs (Plumpton and Anderson 1997, Seery and Matiatos 2000 
cited in Collins and Reynolds 2005). West of the Divide, ferruginous hawks winter in grasslands 
and arid regions containing an abundance of prairie dogs, lagamorphs, and pocket gophers. 
 
6. Overview of ecological conditions for recovery, conservation, and viability [12.53 7, 9?, 

10, 11, 12]: 
 
As stated by Gillihan et al. (2004a cited in Collins and Reynolds 2005), four main factors limit 
the breeding success of ferruginous hawks: 

• availability and security of nest substrate 
• disturbance to nesting pairs 
• sufficient prey base 
• unsuitability of habitat surrounding nest sites. 
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Gillihan et al. (2004b cited and displayed in Collins and Reynolds 2005) provided guidelines for 
the degree of sensitivity to disturbance during different reproductive stages (Table 3, adapted 
from Romin and Muck 1999), and for duration and distance of different types of human 
disturbance to nesting pairs based on the reproductive stage (Table 4). 
 
Table 3. Generalized ferruginous hawk nesting chronology, with sensitivity to disturbance at the 
nest site in relation to reproductive stage. This chronology represents long-term averages; 
variation occurs due to geographic variation across the species’ range and annual variation in 
timing due to weather, prey availability, etc. Managers should use this only as a general guide. 
Decisions should rely on local information within Region 2 and knowledge of the breeding status of 
specific nests. From Gillihan et al. (2004b in Collins and Reynolds 2005). 
 

 

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

 
 
 
 
Table 4. Recommended maximum duration of disturbance by breeding stage, distance from nest, 
and disturbance type. “In-vehicle” disturbance includes any vehicle presence off-road or on dirt 
roads not routinely used for travel. “Out-of-vehicle” disturbance includes recreational activities 
(e.g., hiking, fishing, hunting) and work-related activities (e.g., mineral development, agricultural 
operations). From Gillihan et al. (2004b), adapted from Suter and Joness (1981), White and Thurow 
(1985), and Romin and Muck (1999) in Collins and Reynolds (2005). 
 

 

Distance from nest 
 

 

0.0 – 0.5 mi 0.5 – 1.0 mi 1.0 – 1.5 mi 
 

  

Disturbance type 
 

Sensitivity period In-vehicle Out-of-vehicle In-vehicle Out-of-vehicle In-vehicle Out-of-vehicle 
High <1 hr none <1 day <1 hr any <1 day 
Moderate <1 hr none <1 day <1 hr any <1 day 
Less <1 day <1 hr any <1 day any any 

 
 
7. Threats and Risk Factors 
 
Loss of habitat, particularly suitable breeding habitat, is the foremost threat to the security of 
ferruginous hawk populations throughout its current range. Conversion of native habitat to 
agriculture, as well as urbanization, results in a direct loss of all or a significant portion of 
ferruginous hawk habitat where such conversions occur. 

Nest building and courtship: 

high sensitivity 
 
Incubation and brooding 0–3 wks of age: 
high sensitivity 

 
Post-brooding nestlings 3–7 wks of age: 

moderate sensitivity 
 

Post-fledging dependence on nest: 

less sensitivity 
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Other risk factors include improper livestock grazing, land conversion from shrubland to 
grassland, human disturbance during the nesting period, control (chemical and shooting) of prey 
populations, energy development, altered fire regimes, and changes in vegetation composition 
due to exotic plants (Collins and Reynolds 2005). 
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9. Map of Modeled Habitat and Known Occurrences  
 
Ferruginous hawk habitat modeled for the planning area was depicted using elevation and 
vegetation characteristics. Areas below 9,500 feet with grass, shrub or pinyon-juniper cover types 
where tree cover is less than 25% were modeled as potentially suitable. A total of 81,970 acres is 
modeled as suitable within the planning area (Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Ferruginous Hawk Modeled Habitat and Known Occurrences. 


