


SIMILAR SPECIES IN MASSACHUSETTS: The Sharp-shinned Hawk is almost identical in plumage to the
Cooper's Hawk (Accipiter cooperii). The Sharp-shinned can be distinguished from the Cooper’s Hawk by its
smaller size, though the female Sharp-shinned is often equal in size to the male Cooper’s Hawk; its buoyant
flight; and by its square or slightly notched tail with a narrow greyish-white terminal band at the tip. The
Cooper’s Hawk has a rounded tail with a wide bright white terminal band at the tip; a large head; slower
wingbeats appearing almost arthritic; and it generally soars more.

RANGE: The breeding range of the Sharp-shinned Hawk extends from Newfoundland west through Canada to
northwestern Alaska. Less commonly, this species also breeds south to northern Florida, and west to west central
California. Wintering quarters range from the southern United States to Panama and the Bahamas. Some
northerly breeding populations winter north to central Michigan and Nova Scotia.

HABITAT IN MASSACHUSETTS: The Sharp-shinned Hawk prefers extensive mixed woodlands and coniferous
forests containing spruce. In Massachusetts, the Sharp-shinned has been found among red spruce (Picea rubens) with
periodic occurrences of white birch (Betula papyrifera). Breeding habitat is usually near open areas and in the
vicinity of water.

LIFECYCLE/BEHAVIOR: In Massachusetts, juvenile Sharp-shinned Hawks begin migrating south by late
September with the adult birds following in October or early November. The spring flight to and through New
England to their northern breeding grounds usually occurs in early April. Sharp-shinneds migrate by day. They
hunt early in the day, travel during the warmer hours of rising air currents (thermals) and hunt again toward
evening. Adult Sharp-shinneds tend to migrate inland while juveniles tend to follow the coast. They frequently
travel in pairs or in groups of three, four, five, or more birds.

Courtship rituals take place over and between the branches of the trees as well as at significant heights above the
canopy. Nesting pairs are solitary. The nests are relatively large (up to 2 ft. in diameter} considering the size of
this species and are generally well concealed and difficult to find. Nests are placed in the denser portion of the
lower canopy at heights of 10 to 60 ft. against the trunk or in a notch of the tree. Preferred nesting sites are in
coniferous woods and in groves containing white pine, pitch pine, spruce, hemlock, and white cedar, but deciduous
trees, such as oaks, elms, birches and basswood are sometimes chosen. Nests are broad platforms built from sticks
and twigs and sometimes strips of bark; moss, grass or leaves are rarely used. Both sexes gather nesting material,
but the female does most or all of the building. Usually, a new nest is built yearly. Sharp-shinneds are not
committed to a specific nesting territory from year to year. possibly as a result of their relatively short life
expectancy (approx. 5 yrs.), the shifting abundance and scarcity of food, and competition with earlier nesting
raptors, such as the Cooper’s Hawk, for nesting sites.

The eggs, numbering 4-5 per clutch, are bluish-white or greenish-white speckled with browns and lavender forming
wreaths at either end. Incubation takes 35 days, with the young fledging 21 to 35 days later; usually with the
males leaving first. Nestlings are fed by both parents, consuming up to 3 small birds per day per nestling. The
rearing of young coincides with an abundance of nestling small birds and young of small mammals that can be
readily captured. The Sharpie nests later than the Cooper’s Hawk and much later than the Goshawk, therefore
lessening the competition for food, If the food supply is depleted, nestlings are fed such items as locust, cicadas, and
large beetles. Nestlings are fed by both parents; usually one guards the nest while the other searches for food.
Young continue their dependence on the adults up to six weeks after hatching. Families break up at the start of the
fall migration.

Sharp-shinned Hawks hunt by perching inconspicuously on a branch and darting after their prey; gliding close to
the ground; or, by making low sallies from perch to perch on the chance that something will be flushed. The
Sharpie’s short broad wings and long narrow tail are well adapted for maneuverability when hunting in forested
areas. It feeds primarily on small birds but occasionally preys on mice, shrews, bats, frogs, and large insects when
birds are scarce. Females, due to their larger size, may take doves and quail. Mature birds require about 4 or 5 small
birds per day. Fledged juveniles feed mostly on bird nestlings but have been observed trying unsuccessfully to prey
on larger birds (such as pheasants) while still in the learning stages of hunting. When feeding, the Sharp-shinned
Hawk devours the entire carcass, bones and all. As with all accipiters, the prey is squeezed, and the needle-sharp
talons can penetrate and cause fatal damage. Its prey dies as a result of shock, suffocation, or penetration and is
typically plucked before being eaten, usually at a favorite “plucking post.”
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