Peregrine Falcon

(Falco peregrinus)—Endangered

Description

Theperegrineisarelativelylarge
falcon (16-20"tall) witha wing-
spanof 3to4 feet;all falconsare
distinguished fromotherraptors
by their pointed wings. Peregrine
adultshaveadistinctiveblack
“helmet”(black crownandback
of neck withablack wedge
extendingbelow theeye). Adults
alsohaveasteel bluetoblack
back withlighthorizontal barring
acrossthechestandbelly.
Immatureshaveabrown “helmet”
andbackandhave vertical streaks
onthechin,chestandbelly.
Prairie Falcons(Falco mexicanus)
aresimilartoimmature peregrines
butareusuallyalighter brown
andhavedistinctive black “arm-
pits”(axillaries).

Distribution and Habitat

Thesubspecies which breedsin
Utahisthe AmericanPeregrine
Falcon (Ep.anatum); The Arctic
subspecies (Ep. tundrius) occurs
occasionally duringthe winter.

s

Photo courtesy of US Fishand WildlifeService.

Thenesting populationin Utahis
increasingand breedingsites
occurinthe Utah Mountain, Basin
andRange, Mojaveand Colorado
Plateauecoregions. Thelargest
concentrationsarealongthe
ColoradoRiveranditstributaries
inthesoutheastern portionof the
state. Thehistoricdistribution is
welldocumentedalongthe
‘Wasatch Front, butisless well
understood fortheremoteand
rugged canyoncountry of south-
ernUtah

Peregrinesneston tall cliffs
(usually below 6000feeteleva-
tion)nearandoftendirectly above
streams, rivers, or reservoirs,
thoughsomesitescanbeseveral
milesfrom water. Nestsare
shallow scrapesplacedin cracks,
holes,and small caveson cliff
faces. Peregrinesforageona
variety of birdswhichareassoci-
ated with open water,streamside,
wetland,cliff,and openmeadow
habitats. Typical prey includes
waterfowl,shorebirds,doves,
swallows,swiftsandmeadow-
larks.

Life History

Whilemany peregrinesmigrate
from Utahinthe winter,some
remainthroughouttheyear.
Whilenestingdatesmay vary
acrossthestate,courtshipdisplays
inthebreedingareausually begin
aroundlate Marchandearly April.
Inmidtolate April,thefemale
scrapesashallow depressionin
whichshelays3-4(sometimes5)
eggs. Incubationisdone prima-
rily by thefemaleandlastsfrom
29to32days. Duringtheincuba-
tion period,themalefrequently
deliversfooditemstothefemale.
Hatchingusually occursinlate
May;nestlingsaretended by both
adultsandfledge whentheyare
about35to42daysold (June-
July).Immaturesmay remainin
thenestareauntil Septemberor

October, wherethey can beseen
withtheadults.

Thetimingof fallmigrationcan
vary withlocal conditions,but
usually beginsinlateSeptember
orearly October. Adultsoften
migratebeforeimmaturebirds.
Winteringdestinationsalsovary
widely,withsome peregrines
remainingin Utah year-round.
Most Utah migrantsprobably
winterinthesouthwestern US.
and portionsof west Mexico,
thoughsomemay travelasfaras
South America. Migrantsmay
returntotheir Utah breeding
groundsasearlyasFebruaryin
someyears.

Threats and Reasons for
Decline

Peregrinepopulationsdeclined
dramatically in the 1940’s-1960s.
Muchof thedeclinecanbe
attributed totheeffectsof pesti-
cideresidues(particularly residues
of organochlorinessuchasDDT)
which caused eggshell thinning
andleadtodecreased productiv-
ity. Otherfactorsthat probably
contributedtothe population
declineincludeclimaticchange
(long-termdryingof wetlands),
botulism,andhumandisturbance
(shooting, nestsitedisturbance,
etc.).

Peregrine populationshave
reboundedsince the late 1960s,
particularly after1985. This
population recovery hasbeenso
dramaticthat thespeciesis
currently beingconsideredfor
delistingordownlisting(from
Endangeredto Threatened). In
Utah,thenumberof nesting
peregrineshasincreased greatly;
andthedistributionof peregrines
hasexpanded.Someof the
increaseandexpansion probably
representsthediscovery of
previouslyunknownnesting
areas.
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Several threatsstill existtothe
peregrinein Utah. The primary
threatislossof foraginghabitat
anddisturbanceof nestssites
associated with urban encroach-
mentalongthe Wasatch Front.
Also,increased outdoor recreation
posesa potential threattonest
siteseven inremotelocationsof
Utah. Outbreaksof botulism(a
disease which can causeadult
mortality)regularly occurinthe
state’swetlands,particularly
around the GreatSaltLake. And,
whiletheuseof organochlorines
hasbeen banned onthe breeding
grounds, peregrinesareexposed
toavariety of pesticides,includ-
ingorganochlorines,ontheir
winteringgrounds. Several
pesticidesareused on breeding
season foragingareas,and their
influenceon peregrine productiv-
ityisnot wellunderstood.

Recovery Efforts

The American PeregrineFalcon
RockyMountain/Southwest
Population Recovery Plan was
published in1984. Thisplan
outlinesthestepswhichneedto
betakeninordertorecover the
peregrine populationin Utahand
many other westernstates.

Utahhasbeenveryactivein
recovery efforts. Peregrinenest
sitesandadjacenthabitatsare
protectedandasignificant portion
of nestsitesare monitored
annually todetermineoccupancy
andproductivity (numberof
young produced).Peregrineshave
beenreintroducedaroundthe
GreatSaltLakeonanumberof
nestingtowers(whicharestill
maintainedandregularly used by
peregrines). Informationonnest
sitelocations,occupancy,and
productivityisbeingcompiledto
determinethemagnitudeof the
peregrinepopulationincreasein
Utah. Inaddition, Utahiswork-
ingclosely with othersouthwest-
ernstatestoassesstheextentof
populationrecovery. Utah’s
recovery effortshavebeenmade
possible through close coordina-
tionof severalstateand federal
agencies,nongovernmental

organizations, universities,
researchers, private corporations,
andprivatelandowners.

How You Can Help

Youcanhelpby reportingthe
location of peregrinenestingsites
toregional Utah Divisionof
WildlifeResourcesoffices;if the
nestison federalland, youcan
reportthesitetothelocal office
of the Bureau of Land Manage-
ment,National Park Service,or
US.ForestService. If youseean
adultperegrinefly intoacrack or
caveinatall(>100ft)cliff during
thespring orsummet,itislikelya
nestingsite. Also,nestling
peregrinescanoftenbeobserved
standingon thecliff facenearthe
nestsite.

If youfindaninjured falcon,
contactyourlocal Utah Division
of WildlifeResourcesoffice. They
willhelprecover thebirdsand
findthenearestraptorrehabilita-
tor. If youfindadead peregrine
orwitnessashootingor other
illegalactivity,contactany stateor
federallawenforcementoffice
andnotify themofitslocation.
Youshouldnot pick upadead
falconsinceitmayhavebeen
poisoned.

Where To Learn More

Several bookson Peregrine
Falconsandraptorsareavailable
atbookstoresand libraries. These
rangefromtechnicaltogeneral
accounts. Other educational
materialssuchasvideotapesand
CDROMsareavailablethrough
specialty (nature) bookstoresand
(wild)bird shops. Websitescan
befoundbysearchingforthe
keywords“Peregrine Falcons,”
“falcons,”“hawks,”“raptors,”and
“birdsof prey”
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For More Information

Nongame AvianProgram Coordinator
UtahDivisionof WildlifeResources
1594 W.North Temple, Suite 2110
POBox 146301

SaltLakeCity, UT 84114-6301
8015384764

a

US.Fishand WildlifeService
UtahFieldOffice

145 East1300South, Suite 404
SaltLakeCity,UT 84115
801-524-5001
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Peregrine Falcon distribution.
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PeregrineFalcon habitat photocourtesyof Gar Workman.
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