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DISTRIBUTION, ABUNDANCE, AND SEASONALITY 

Uncommon permanent resident that ranges from southeastern deserts northwest
throughout the Central Valley and along the inner Coast Ranges and Sierra Nevada.
Distributed from annual grasslands to alpine meadows, but associated primarily with
perennial grasslands, savannahs, rangeland, some agricultural fields, and desert scrub
areas. Mostly absent from northern coastal fog belt. Not found in upper elevations of 
Sierra Nevada. 

SPECIFIC HABITAT REQUIREMENTS 

Feeding: Eats mostly small mammals, some small birds, and reptiles. Catches prey in air
and on ground in open areas. Dives from a perch with rapid pursuit, or dives from searching
flight 15-90 m (50-300 ft) above ground. 

Cover: Requires sheltered cliff ledges for cover. 

Reproduction: Usually nests in a scrape on a sheltered ledge of a cliff overlooking a large, 
open area. Sometimes nests on old raven or eagle stick nest on cliff, bluff, or rock outcrop.
Aerial courtship display occurs near nest site. Southeast-facing nest site apparently
preferred, but height and orientation secondary to nature and character of the ledge. 

Water: Denton (1975) reported 76% of eyries had water within 0.4 km (0.25 mi). Reported
bathing (Skinner 1983a). Captive individuals drink irregularly (Steenhof, 1998). 

Pattern: Uses open terrain for foraging; nests in open terrain with canyons, cliffs,
escarpments, and rock outcrops. 

SPECIES LIFE HISTORY 

Activity Patterns: Yearlong, diurnal activity. Much time spent perching near eyrie.
Forages mostly early morning and late afternoon except when feeding nestlings or prey
scarce. 

SeasonalMovements/Migration: Migrants from north winter in California. Some residents
wander upslope in summer and downslope for winter. 

Home Range: Home range of a breeding pair was 26 km² (10 mi²) in Wyoming (Craighead
and Craighead 1956). In California average home range size ranged from 59-288 km² (Harmata
1978, Haak 19982). 

Territory: Territory and home range probably the same. Intensively defends territory but 



less so on the wintering grounds (Steenhoff 1998). Breeding territory was 5.7 to 6.5 km² 
(2.2 to 2.5 mi²) in Utah (Smith and Murphy 1973). Active nests have been recorded within 
200 m (636 ft) of one another (Enderson 1964, Garrett and Mitchell 1973), in sites where 
individuals did not confront or see each other regularly. Thus, relative orientation of potential 
nest site probably more important than actual distance from another potential site. 

Reproduction: Breeds from mid-February through mid-September, with peak April to early 
August. Clutch size 3-6 eggs, average 5. Mean laying date for 280 records 1900-1977 was 
April 4-11 (Walton 1977). Fledging success over 5 yr for 135 nests averaged 3.2 young, 
ranging 0-5; 19% of the nests had 5 young (Walton 1977). Young begin to disperse in June 
and July. May live as long as 13-20 yr (Enderson 1969, Denton 1975). 

Niche: Vulnerable to DDE poisoning. Egg and nestling predation occurs at sites 
accessible to mammal predators, great horned owls, and golden eagles. May compete with 
red-tailed hawks for food and nest sites, and with great horned owls and ravens for nest sites. 
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