
Northern Harrier
Circus cyaneus

Gliding low over hayfi elds, pastures, and marshes, the 
rocking fl ight of the Northern Harrier as it searches 
for prey is distinctive. Historically a bird of prairie and 
marsh, the Northern Harrier has adapted to agricultural 
grasslands and has one of the broadest breeding distribu-
tions of any raptor. This species’ North American range 
spans coastal Virginia northward to Newfoundland and 
Labrador, westward across Canada to Alaska, and south-
ward through the plains and intermountain states to Baja 
and northern Mexico (MacWhirter and Bildstein 1996).

Once commonly called the “marsh hawk,” the North-
ern Harrier nests on the ground in thick grasslands, 
marshes, and agricultural fi elds where it forages for small 
mammals, frogs, and birds. When food is plentiful, males 
may support 2 to 5 females and their broods, a practice not 
uncommon among grassland birds, but rare among rap-
tors. Diff erences in male quality, as evidenced by court-
ship and food-provisioning rates, primarily infl uence 
females’ mate choice (Simmons 1988). Food provisioning 
during courtship may begin as early as three weeks be-
fore the fi rst egg is laid (Simmons et al. 1987). Generally, 
females incubate and maintain the nest area, while males 
provide food (MacWhirter and Bildstein 1996).

Harriers are easily recognizable by their bright white 
rump patch while gliding above agricultural areas. Fe-
males have russet-brown plumage and are 50 percent 
larger than males, who have gray upperparts. Clutches, 
averaging 4 to 6 eggs, are laid in mid-April through early 
May. Incubation lasts 30 to 32 days (MacWhirter and 
Bildstein 1996). The fi rst egg laid typically develops into 
a female; male embryos appear in later eggs. Eggs hatch 
sequentially, with two-day intervals between hatchings 
(MacWhirter 1994). Fledglings in Vermont appeared as 
early as 12 June and as late as 14 July.

Unlike almost all other grassland-dependent  species, 
the Northern Harrier broadly expanded its breeding range 
through Vermont between the two atlas periods. In the 
second atlas it was confi rmed in 20 additional blocks, an 
increase of 91 percent. Populations either increased or 
remained fairly stable in most biophysical regions. The 

southern half of the state lost the most occupied blocks 
between atlas surveys. The Champlain Valley, where birds 
were confi rmed in 18 of 42 blocks (43 percent), continues 
to harbor the core breeding habitat; 7 blocks were added 
since the fi rst atlas, mostly in the southern part of the val-
ley. This species was widespread, but densities may be 
low. For example, during 2004 and 2005, 10 Northern 
Harriers were counted on 774 point counts in 199 hay-
fi elds and 18 pastures, encompassing 1325 hectares (3273 
acres) throughout Chittenden, Franklin and Addison 
counties (Perlut et al. 2008; A. Strong unpubl. data). Once 
established, territories seemed to be stable over time (al-
though diff erent individuals may occupy the same area in 
diff erent years; N. Perlut pers. obs.).

Breeding Bird Survey data showed stable populations 
in Vermont, New Hampshire, and New York from 1982 
to 2007 (Sauer et al. 2011). Between the fi rst and the sec-
ond New York atlases there was a modest 1 percent de-
crease in occupied blocks. In Pennsylvania this species 
decreased by 40 percent between the fi rst and second at-
lases, although the Breeding Bird Survey recorded an an-
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nual population growth of 3.9 percent from 1982 to 2007 
(Sauer et al. 2011). These confl icting results in Pennsylva-
nia may suggest a decreasing range, but increasing pop-
ulation density in suitable habitat. New Hampshire and 
Connecticut have listed the Northern Harrier as endan-
gered, and it is a Species of Special Concern in Vermont.

Northern Harrier may be a more stable species in Ver-
mont than others in the grassland suite because it can 
nest in wetter areas that cannot be mowed early in the 
season. A speculative reason for increases between at-
lases is that abandoned farmland resulted in more idle 

wet fi elds. Primary threats are agricultural management 
and habitat loss through wetland destruction, grassland 
development, and succession to forest. To avoid disturb-
ing nest sites, mowing and grazing of moist hayfi elds, pas-
tures, and wetlands should occur after 1 August. Equally 
important, late-season mowing or grazing prevents criti-
cal old-fi eld habitat from succeeding to shrubs.

noah perlut
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