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1. Species: Northern Harrier (Circus cyaneus) 
 

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 Circus cyaneus 
Entity Status Status Definition 
NatureServe G5 Species is Secure 

At very low risk or extinction or elimination due to a very extensive range, 
abundant populations or occurrences, and little to no concern from declines or 
threats. 

CNHP S3B 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. (B=Breeding) 

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 N/A  
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 Circus cyaneus is accepted as valid (ITIS 2015). 
 
4. Distribution, abundance, and population trend on the planning unit [12.53.2,3,4]: 

Northern harriers breed throughout North America except for the South and Southeast, with their 
highest densities occurring in the northern prairie regions. They reside throughout Colorado, with 
highest densities on the eastern plains, mountain parks, and western valleys (Colorado Partners in 
Flight 2000). 

Although Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) data for northern harrier contains deficiencies such as 
small sample size that decrease imprecision, results for Colorado show what may be a significant 
decline during the periods 1966-2013 and 2003-2013 (Sauer et al. 2014).  

  



2 
 

There are no species occurrences reported in the planning area for the past 20 years (Table 2); 
therefore, no abundance or trend information exists for the planning area.  Rawinski (2004) 
identified the species as “common on Forest (RGNF) and (San Luis) Valley, but the most recent 
sightings were dated 1989.  
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]: 

 
Northern Harriers breed in a wide array of habitats, but they typically prefer large tracts (100 ha; 
250 ac) of wetlands with dense vegetation. Actual breeding habitat preferences are fairly broad 
and specific habitats include wet meadows, fresh to alkali wetlands, wet or dry grasslands, 
sagebrush, mountain shrublands, and cold desert shrub-steppe (Colorado Partners in Flight 2000, 
Slater and Rock 2005). Whether nesting in dry upland or wetland habitats, harriers appear to be 
associated with large tracts of undisturbed habitat.  
 
Habitat associations identified for USFS Region 2 include mixed-grass pasture, shortgrass 
pasture, and shrub-steppe. These areas were characteristically light to moderately grazed and 
contained vegetation 7 to 10 inches in height (Kantrug and Kologiski 1992 cited in Slater and 
Rock 2005).  
 
Nests are built on the ground or over water on platforms of vegetation and are typically well 
concealed by tall, dense grasses, forbs or low shrubs (Hecht 1951, Duebbert and Lokemoen 1977, 
Hamerstrom and Kopeny 1981, Kantrud and Higgins 1992, Herkert et al. 1999, all cited in Slater 
and Rock 2005). Vegetation surrounding the nest can vary in height from 1 to 7 ft. In the northern 
Great Plains, nests were frequently located at sites with more than 40 percent residual cover, and 
few nests were found in areas with less than 12 percent cover. 
 
Dry shrub-steppe is rarely used for nest sites. Even when nests are placed in dry upland habitats, 
they are disproportionately positioned near wet areas such as stock ponds and streams (Simmons 
and Smith 1985, Grant et al. 1991 cited in Slater and Rock 2005). 
 
In Colorado Northern Harriers generally initiate breeding in late April. They incubate during 
May; incubation begins before egg-laying is complete and lasts 24-30 days. Hatching takes place 
in June, and young spend approximately five weeks in the nest, leaving by early August 
(Colorado Partners in Flight 2000). 
 
In the nonbreeding season, the species uses a wide variety of open habitats with herbaceous 
cover, including freshwater and saltwater wetlands, grasslands, idle fields, agricultural 
pastureland, desert, and to a lesser extent cropland (Temeles 1986, Bildstein 1987, Collopy and 
Bildstein 1987 cited in Slater and Rock 2006). 
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Preferred foraging habitat consists of open areas with moderate to heavy vegetative cover (i.e., 
prairies, shrub-steppe uplands, marshes, and inactive fields not heavily grazed or agriculturally 
harvested. The diet of the northern harrier depends on prey abundance, but it consists mainly of 
small mammals, especially Microtus spp. and cotton rats (Sigmodon hispidus), and to a lesser 
extent, small and medium-sized birds, snakes, frogs, insects, crustaceans, and carrion (Sutherland 
1987, MacWhirter and Bildstein 1996 cited in Slater and Rock 2005). 
 
During the breeding season, home range size varies among sites due to differences in food 
availability and habitat quality (range = 420 – 37,000 ac, median = 640 ac, n = 8 studies; 
MacWhirter and Bildstein 1996). Males may hunt more than 6 miles from the nest, with ranges 
overlying those of other males. Females utilize smaller home ranges than males and forage closer 
to the nest (Slater and Rock 2005). 
 
6. Overview of ecological conditions for recovery, conservation, and viability [12.53 7, 9?, 

10, 11, 12]: 
 
Current management approaches specifically concerned with northern harrier conservation 
suggest that increasing the availability of wetlands and ungrazed grasslands will serve to both 
increase the amount of suitable foraging and nesting habitat and decrease the incidence and 
severity of habitat fragmentation. One area not addressed in most management recommendation 
documents is the identification and protection of winter communal roost sites. Although there is 
no evidence that these sites are currently limited, they are traditional and would likely prove to be 
an effective conservation measure for this species (Slater and Rock 2005). 
 
Slater and Rock (2005) outline the following primary management approaches, relevant to USFS 
Region 2, reported in Partners in Flight (PIF) state bird conservation plans (Colorado Partners in 
Flight 2000, Nicholoff 2003) and other scientific reports (Dechant et al. 2003) to achieve the 
desired conditions in wetland and grassland ecosystems that benefit northern harrier populations 
and their prey. 
 

• Protect, create, and maintain large areas (greater than 100 ha) of grassland and wetland 
habitats with tall dense grasses and emergent vegetation in areas where northern harriers 
occur. 

 
• Maintain a mosaic of grassland and wetland habitats in different successional stages so 

that northern harriers have options for establishing breeding grounds in any given year. 
 

• Use conservation easements, land purchases, and private landowner habitat incentive to 
develop conservation partnerships between landowners, land managers, and private 
organizations to protect habitat and create habitat. 

 
• Increase the amount of rangeland where livestock are excluded, particularly on USFS 

national grasslands. 
 

• Maintain stable water levels in wetlands. Do not allow water levels to rise above 0.5 ft 
during the nesting period (April to August) to minimize the risk of nests becoming 
flooded. 
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• Avoid management treatments (e.g., grazing, mowing, burning) in nesting habitat during 
the breeding season, as they cause nest abandonment and destruction, and increase the 
incidence nest predation. 

 
• In tallgrass prairie, grazing, burning, and mowing every three to five years is effective in 

reducing woody succession and removing over-accumulation of plant litter; subsequent 
regrowth creates favorable conditions for nesting harriers and their principal small rodent 
prey. 

 
• Avoid or minimize pesticide use in areas where northern harriers occur, as pesticide 

ingestion has been implicated in the long-term decline of harrier populations. 
 
7. Threats and Risk Factors 
 
Habitat loss of wetlands and grasslands, principally to agriculture and urban development, has 
contributed to harrier declines and likely remains the most important threat to local northern 
harrier populations. In Colorado, Andrews and Righter (1992) identified the continued loss of 
wetland habitats as the greatest threat to northern harrier populations. 
 
The conversion of grasslands for agricultural purposes may be a more significant threat to local 
harrier populations than the loss of wetlands because grasslands lack federal regulatory protection 
and less than 1 percent of grasslands are in public ownership (Samson and Knopf 1994). Northern 
harriers tend to avoid agricultural areas because the vegetation features they prefer for nesting and 
foraging habitat (tall, dense vegetation) are absent. When harriers do nest in agricultural habitats, 
reproductive success is generally low due to farming activities that destroy nests or cause nest 
abandonment and high predation rates (Hamerstrom 1969, Kibbe 1975, Dechant et al. 2003 
summarized in Slater and Rock 2005). 
 
Other threats and risk factors identified for northern harrier include urban development, 
fragmentation, overgrazing by livestock, altered fire regimes, illegal shooting, and exposure to 
pesticides and other pollutants (Slater and Rock 2005). 
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9. Map of Modeled Habitat and Known Occurrences  
 
Modeled suitable northern harrier habitat consists of upland sagebrush shrubland and grasslands 
below 9,000 feet elevation as well as mapped wetlands. Within the planning area, upland habitats 
total 23,727 acres; wetland habitats total 2,117 acres (Figure 1). 
 

Figure 1. Northern Harrier Modeled Habitat and Known Occurrences. 


