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Buteo brachyurus (Short-tailed Hawk) 

 
Family: Accipitridae (Hawks, Kites and Eagles)  

Order: Falconiformes (Diurnal Birds of Prey) 

Class: Aves (Birds) 

 

 
 

Fig. 1. Short-tailed hawk, Buteo brachyurus. 

[http://birds.audubon.org/birds/short-tailed-hawk , downloaded 7 November 2014] 

 

 

TRAITS. Short-tailed hawks (Fig. 1) have an average length and wingspan of 39-44cm and 83-

103cm respectively, and an average tail length of 13cm (Hasenjager, 2008). Females usually 

larger than the males with average weight of 515g and 392g respectively (Hasenjager, 2008). 

Individuals may have one of two existing colour morphs (types) - light and dark, of which the 

light is rarer (Brandt, 1924 and Scott, 1889). Light morph (Fig. 2): adults dark brown upper side 

and dark head band; juvenile lighter brown upper side and has a streaked head band. Breast and 

belly area of both adult and juvenile is pure white. Flight feathers of wings are grey and black. 

Bills are yellow-greenish yellow. Tails are brown on upperside and grey on underside (Fig. 2) 

(Lamoreaux, 2012). Dark morph: solid brow/black upperside and dark brown underwing for both 

http://birds.audubon.org/birds/short-tailed-hawk
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adult and juvenile with grey and white molted in for the juveniles and a dark-brown to black 

banded pattern on inner wing and tail of adults (Fig. 1). Bills are black with a bluish/black base 

(Lamoreaux, 2012). Feet for both types consist of four yellow toes with long curving black nails. 

For approximately 100 years, it was thought that the different morphs were either two different 

species or there was an intermediate phase of transition between them. Further evidence however 

proves that they are the same species. 

 

ECOLOGY. They are mainly found in habitats such as pine and oak woodlands, cypress 

swamps and mangroves (Scott, 1889).  Out of the breeding season, they can be seen in coastal 

areas, forests, pastures, suburban areas and country areas (Hasenjager, 2008).  Their diet usually 

consists of small birds, some rodents, lizards, frogs and insects (Christianini, 2005). Their 

territories are similar to two other species of hawks i.e red-shouldered hawks and broad-winged 

hawks. However, short-tailed hawks claim the territory and chases them away (Hasenjager, 

2008). Fairly common in Trinidad (most birds being the light morph) and as an accidental in 

Tobago, they are also found in Florida, Mexico and in the tropics of Central America (Brandt, 

1924). 

 

NESTING ECOLOGY. Nesting season is approximated to be between February to April. As 

observed the nests are usually built around February and incubation of eggs occurs from March 

to April. Usually 1-2 eggs are laid however a maximum of 3 stands per breeding season 

(Rizkalla et al, 2009 and Scott, 1989). Size of eggs varies from 49.3 × 40.3mm – 57.5 × 40.9mm 

(Brandt, 1924). Nests can be built up to an altitude of 12m (Brandt, 1924) in cypress of swamps 

and in other territorial ranges and can be approximately 60cm in diameter and 30cm in height 

(Brandt, 1924). 

 

NESTING BEHAVIOUR. At Tarpon Springs, Florida, a pair had been noticed building a nest 

together which implies that males assist females in nest building (Scott, 1889). Usually the male 

gathers the materials (sticks, moss and cypress from the swamps) (Scott, 1889) and the females 

constructs the nest (Hasenjager, 2008). However in Plama Vista Hammocks, Florida in 1966 

nests built by a male was found (Ogden, 1974). Bearing in mind that there are two distinct 

morphs of short-tailed hawks, mating is not limited to light morph mating with light morph only 

and dark morphs with dark morphs. The same nest found in Plama Vista Hammocks was created 

by a dark morph that initially mated with a white morph female and later on with a dark morph 

female. Later on in Hutto Cow Camp, nests of a dark morph male and female were found and at 

Rock Lake Cypress, nest belonging to a pair of white morphs was seen (Ogden, 1974). Hence, a 

nest may be made of a pair of two light morphs, light and dark morph, and two dark morphs. 

Juveniles number from 1-3. Females are usually in charge of incubation whilst males hunt for 

food. However after hatching, both male and female take care of the young (Brandt, 1924). Once 

nest is used, they re-build another nest for the next breeding season (Brandt, 1924).  

 

SOCIAL ORGANIZATION. They have most often been observed flying in pairs or singles 

when hunting (Christianini, 2005). Their lifestyles are predominantly solitary as they are most 

often seen by themselves in the air or perched in their habitat. However, this can differ during the 

breeding season where they are seen in pairs (male and female) in one nest and with the young 

ones until they are independent of parental care. Once parental care is no longer needed male, 

female and young disperse. 
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ACTIVITY. They are diurnal birds of prey. They spend most of their daily activity soaring, 

basking in the sun, foraging for food and sometimes but infrequently perched and roost in large 

tall trees (Hasenjager, 2008). They are most active about three hours after sunrise and two hours 

before the sun sets. Short-tailed hawks are migratory birds. During the summer months May to 

August directly after the breeding season, their density is dispersed throughout Florida as they 

are rarely seen. Closer to the winter months, they flock together at the southern part of the 

peninsula in Florida (Ogden, 1974). However, some may not migrate and become residents in 

one particular area all year (Ogden, 1974). According to Ogden primary migration usually occurs 

in the middle of October and February (Ogden, 1974). 

 

FORAGING BEHAVIOUR. Short-tailed hawks are diurnal raptors as they forage for food 

mainly during the day. Although they have solitary lifestyles, hunting for food can sometimes be 

a co-operative behaviour when the meal is larger and more difficult to catch. Foraging is usually 

within their home range. Those that were found nesting in cypress near prairies were seen 

hunting over the prairies nearby their nesting area and those that lived in pine forests hunted 

along the edges of that range. Maximum range is within 2-2.5km of the nest. Recent data have 

confirmed that they are specialized hunters that utilize maximum energy on hunting a range of 

small or medium sized adult birds (Ogden, 1974). In low altitudes they use a column of rising air 

to assist them to reach higher altitudes then use winds to help them glide at an approximate 

altitude of 75-250m when foraging (Ogden, 1974). They usually exhibit three hunting 

techniques: “Aerial-still hunting”, “Soaring slowly with head downwards and using wind” and 

“Soaring in circles” (Ogden, 1974). When prey is spotted it dives towards it with wings spread 

apart, then stoops, pulls feet forward, spreads toes apart and then grabs and lifts up wards with a 

column of air (Ogden, 1974 and Hasenjager, 2008). 

 

FEEDING. They usually clamp the prey onto the ground or branch with feet where they would 

feed and begin ripping apart the chest area by pecking with its beak. It may get rid of feathers of 

birds in the stomach area and make big pecks into the gut. It holds the ripped meat in its beak 

then raises its head, opens beak wider, jaws and throat cavity expands and it swallows chunks of 

meat. Pecking is not too violent or rushed. From the video posted by Rivera, after the hawk 

consumed the entirety of the inside of the bird it then swallowed the remains (Rivera, 2014). 

Christianini’s up-close observations showed that the Hawk consumed the entire body except the 

head and bill of the bird (Christianni, 2005). To feed young, short-tail hawks shreds the meal and 

juveniles takes it from the beak of the parent (NORDESTA, 2014). 

 

COMMUNICATION. Usually males present nest building twigs to females as a “gift”. This 

thereby communicates to her that he wants to mate, her acceptance or rejection of the twigs will 

therefore communicate that she wants him for a mate or does not want him. Usually they are 

silent and shy birds and vocal communication mechanisms are limited to a high pitched “keeeea” 

squeal. This was observed in flight as well as when humans were around and they are being 

threatened. Females who are incubating her eggs sends out a high pitched squeal “keeee” to 

males upon their return to the nest after foraging. Baby birds chirps sometimes in a series of four 

chirps or singly (Brandt, 1924) and (Hasenjager, 2008). 
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SEXUAL BEHAVIOUR. These birds are quite discreet, mating usually occurs in the nests 

which are almost 12m high in trees. Hence, their sexual behaviour is quite difficult to observe. 

Courtship usually commences with the presentation of twigs by males to the females. He would 

then encircle her over and under the nest in which she sits. If however they are in the air, they 

hold on to each other and tumble from above to the nest. For copulation to occur, the male 

usually mounts to the back of the female for an average of seven seconds. Before mounting 

however a high-pitched squeal consisting of two notes have been heard. Mating system is 

monogamous whereby there is one male to one female throughout a very long time. Cases have 

shown that sometimes one male can have about two female mates however not in the same 

breeding season (Hasenjager, 2008). 

 

JUVENILE BEHAVIOUR. Not much has been mentioned about juveniles since nests are 

perched high and there is a lack of studies on this species. What is known however is that the 

juveniles are fully dependent on their parents for protection and food. They walk along branches 

prior to the time they are ready to fly (NORDESTA, 2014). 

 

ANTIPREDATOR BEHAVIOUR. When humans are in close proximity and they feel 

threatened they release continuous high-pitched squeals for as long as the humans are present or 

they sometimes sit in nearby trees observing on or encircles in the air above the humans (Brandt, 

1924). 
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Fig. 2. Short-tailed hawk, light morph. 

[http://birds.audubon.org/birds/short-tailed-hawk , downloaded 8 November 2014] 
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