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Species Spotlight:
Red-tailed Hawk (Buteo jamaicensis)

Soaring above a meadow, perched perfectly atop a snag, or gliding effortlessly over Route 6A, the red-tailed
hawk is a spectacular sight to see. With its broad wings, distinctive rust-colored tail, and piercing iconic call
(frequently repurposed by Hollywood to make other birds
of prey sound more intimidating), this raptor is one of the
most recognizable birds of prey in the country. Not only
are they one of Cape Cod’s most distinct apex predators,
but they also serve as important indicators of a healthy
ecosystem.

An indicator species is a plant or animal whose presence
reveals something about the condition of its environment.
Red-tailed hawks depend on a thriving food web, feeding
on mice, voles, rabbits, squirrels, snakes, and other small
animals. When these prey populations are doing well, it
suggests that the grasslands, forests, wetlands, and
marshes that are supporting these species are also
healthy. In this way, the presence of red-tailed hawks
offers a true “bird's-eye view” of the overall health of the
environment.

Red-tailed hawk staring down the stewardship team at HCC!

With eyesight as much as eight times sharper than ours, a (Photo by Cole Lepler]

red-tailed hawk can spot a tiny vole from high above before

swooping down with remarkable speed and precision. More often, however, they are patient hunters, sitting
quietly on a tree branch or utility pole while scanning the ground below. This is why you will often spot them
perched where forests meet open fields, allowing them to nest in the tall trees with a great view for hunting.

Native to the majority of North America, these birds are adaptable

to a variety of habitats. Unlike some raptors that require remote

wilderness, red-tailed hawks can thrive in a mix of open fields,

b . woodlands, bogs, conservation lands, and even suburban

B . 5 neighborhoods, making Cape Cod a great place to call home.
(= Fortunately, Cape Cod's network of protected open spaces has

helped support healthy hawk populations. Our conservation lands,

restored grasslands, and mature forests provide nesting sites,

<uibl \ hunting grounds, and abundant prey for these birds.

The next time you spot one of these magnificent birds, take a
moment to stop and admire it. Chances are, that hawk noticed you
long before you ever noticed it!
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