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H a l k s  a n d  o w  s  a r e  a t  t h e  t o p  o f
t h e  f o o d  c h a r n  o n  H e r s c h e l  s l a n d ,
a n c l  t h e s e  r a p t o r s ,  o r  b i r d s  o f  p r e y ,
a r e  p o w e r f u l  i r d i c a t o r s  o f  t l r e
h e a l l h  a n d  p r o d u c t i v i t y  o f  n a t r - r r a l
c o n r r r r l r i t i e s .  F o l r  s p e c i e s  n e s t
a n n u a l l y  a t  O - i k i q t a r y u l < ,  w h i l e  a n o t h e r
e i g h t  h a v e  b e e n  s e e n  t h e r e  f r o m  t i n t e
t o  t  r r e .  H e r s c h e  l s  a l d  s  r a p t o r s
prov ide  sorne  o f  the  bes t ,  rnos t  re l iab le
wi  r l  i fe  v  e rv ing  fo r , , r i s i t c rs  beca lse
t l r e  o p e n  t r - l r d r a  p L t t s  t h e i r  l i v e s  o n
s u c l r  c l e a r  d i s p l a y .  T h e i r  n e s t s . : r e  o n
t l r c  g r o u n d  a t  t h e  e d g e s  a n d  o n  t h e
ledgcs  o f  c reek  s idc  . :  nd  oce . r  n  b lu f l s
a n c l  o n  o t h e r  p r o n r i n e n t  l a l c i n r a r k s .
S o n r c  o f  t h e  r e s t s . r r e  p e r c h e d
p r e c a r r o u s l y  o n  e r o d i n g  o c e a n  c l i f f s
( F i g  1 )  T h e i r  c o r r t i n g  d i s p l a y s ,  h u n t i n g
s t ra teg ies ,  p rcdator  de fencc  behav ioL- r  r ,
. l l rd  rcga l  p rL .sence arc  a lmost
i r r p o s s i b  e  t o  n l s s .  T h e  b r e c d  l g
s t a t L r s  a n d  s u ( . c e s s  o f  t h e s e  b i r d s  i s
recordec l  a  n  n  L ra  l l y  by  pa  rk  r , r  lgc rs  a  ld
v r s i t i n g  b i o  o g i s t s  a s  p a r l  o f  t l r e  i s  a l c l ' s
eco log ica  I  r ron  i to r rng  progr . t  r l r .

Peregr ine  Fa lcor  o r  K i rgav ik  (Fa lco

p p  t  p g ,  i  n u  t ) .

Breeding Pai rs
P e r e g r i n e  F a l c o n  o r  K i r g a v i k
( T , t l , O  p a , , , t r r r r p r )  

- l 1 n  D - 1 r  g  1  r -

F a l c o n ,  o n e  o f t h c  n r o s t  e x c i t i n g  o l
a l  b  r d s ,  r s  t h e  f l a g s h i p  s l t e c  e s  o f
t l t c  m o d e r n  c o n s e r v a t i o l  l r o v e l t g r t
( F i g  z )  l t  w a s  l i s t c d  a s  e n d a n g e r e c l
a f t e r  p o p L r l a t i o n s  d c c l i n e c l  s h a r p l y  i n
the  1960s due Lo  pes t ic ic l t :  indLrcer l
t l r i r r n i n g  o f  e g g  s h e  l s  T l r c  s u b s e c l L r e l t
N o r l b  A r r c r i c a l  l t a n  o n  D D T  u s e , . l t c l
c a p l i v e  r e a r i n g  p r o g r a r l r s ,  l c c l  t o  t l t t :
r r c o v e f y  o I  p o p u l e l i o n s  t l r r o u g l r o L r i
i l s  ra  rgc .  The n  Lr  n t  l rc rs  . l  rc  l ;  rgc  y
rccoverec . l ,  bLr t  the  s l tec ics  i s  s t  I  i s l cd
. r s  o f  s p e c i , t l  r o l c c l r ,  a l d  i t  r e l t a i l s
hrgh  on  thc  r ros t  wantec l  l i s t  o f  n r . l r , y
b i r c l w a t c l r c r s .  F i g L r r c  3  i  L r s l r a t e s  l l t e
d , , l ' , a . r ' , 1 r , , O \ ,  r u  L l r \  l , ( , , ,
a l o r g  t h c  Y t r k o n  c o . r s t  a s  d c l e c t e r l
b y  p c r i o d i c  s u r v e y s .
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Hersche l  l s l and  i s  an  exce l l en t  p l ace  to
v iew Peregr ine Falcons.  The " tundra"

form of  the species bred on the is la nd
unt i l  about  1980 when i t  d isappeared.
A  pa i r  sudden l y  reappea red  i n  t he
ear ly  1990s,  and,  more recent ly ,  s ix  or
seven pai rs  have occupied wel l -spaced
nest ing s i tes a long c l i f f  and gul ly  tops.
Two to four  of  these pai rs  use the c l i f fs
nor theast  of  the set t lement ,  where
they are monitored by Park staff. From
the records collected between 2002
and2009,  i t  seems that  ch icks f ledge
from over  hal fof the nests,  and in
some years a l l  the nests are successfu l .
The adul ts  return f rom thei r  South
Amer ican winter  range in mid-May
when Herschel  ls land is  most ly  snow-
covered. They choose an exposed
pinnacle that  can be easi ly  defended,

lay three or  four  reddish-brown eggs
wi thout  the benef i t  o f  nest  mater ia l
(F ig.  f ) ,  and set t le  down to a 32-day
incubat ion.  Both adul ts  share nest  and
young dut ies and are wel l  known for
thei r f ierce defence i n the face of a | |
in t ruders.  The young are f ly ing by mid-
August  and are ready to migrate south
around the f i rs t  o f  September.

With a l i t t le  perseverance,  a v is i tor
h ik ing a long the ocean b luf f  tops wi l l
be rewarded wi th the "cacking"  of  i ts
a la rm ca l l  and  de fens i ve  ae r i a l d i sp lays
from th is  super lat ive b i rd.  l ts  long,
often back-swept, pointed wings and
long i sh  ta i l ,  a l ong  w i th  i t s  l i gh t  b reas t ,
dark back,  and head accentuated by i ts
ident i fy ing dark "whisker"  marks make
i t  one of  the most  readi ly  recognized of
the b i rds of  prey.  Probably the fastest

Fig.  4 Roughlegged Hawk or Qi l r ig (8uteo

lagopus). Photo by Cameron Eckert

Fig. 3 t{t summary of the population

of Peregrine Falcons in the Yukon
coasUands, 1973-2010. The blue ba'-.

represent the number of pairs and t;:

brown bars the number of breeding
pairs counted during surveys.

bird on Earth,  i ts  h igh speed stoops
o r  d i ves ,  and  chases  du r i ng  hun t i ng  : ' . '
some of  the most  thr i l l ing events t t - :
f ie ld natura l is t  can see.  On Hersche
ls land,  these fa lcons hunt  a var iety
of  other  b i rds,  of ten sma l l  shorebi ro s
but  a lso water  b i rds such as the
B lack  Cu i l l emo t .

Rough-legged Hawk or Qilrig
(Buteo lagopus) .  Wi thout  quest ion.
th is  larg ish,  broad-winged,  soar ing
hawk  o r  "bu teo "  i s  t he  s i gna tu re  rap l .  '

o f  He rsche l  l s l and  (F ig .4 ) .  l t s  haun t i r :
mewing scream is  character is t ic  of
tundra wi lderness as few other  souni :
are.  The breeding densi ty  of these
hawks on the is land var ies f rom year
to year ,  apparent ly  in  s tep wi th the
densi ty  of  the lemmings and voles
that  are i ts  pr ime prey.  l ts  ta lons
and hunt ing sty le seem superbly
adap ted  fo r  ca t ch ing  sma l l  mamma ls
The populat ion of  these hawks on

Qik iqtaryuk may be the densest
anywhere when prey is  abundant ,
as 37 nests have been located
across the ent i re is land (Fig.  5) .

In 1986, 24 of these sites were knowr^
to be occupied,  leading to a breeding
densi ty  of  at  least  one pai r  per  four
squa re  k i l ome t res .  The  number  and
success rates of Rough-legged Hawk
nes ts  nea r  t o  Pau l i ne  Cove  a re  s im i l a r
to those of the Peregr ine Falcon.

Fig.  5 Roughlegged Hawkyoung almost
ready to fledge from their nest on
the north coast of Herschel ls'land.
Photo by Louis Schilder.
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Fig.  6 RoughJegged Hawk nest .
Photo by Cameron Eckert.

Rough- legged Hawks bui ld  nests
of  s t icks l ined wi th f iner  grasses
at  the tops or  on ledges of the c lay
bluf fs  and c l i f fs  of  the is land's  coasts
and  i n te r i o r  s t reams .  I n  ea r l y  June ,
the female usual ly  lays four  or  f ive
beaut i fu l  creamy eggs b lotched wi th
reddish brown,  which are incubated
for  about  a month (F ig.  6) .  The young
are ready to migrate south by ear ly
September.  Two of  the endur ing
myster ies regarding the behaviour  of
Rough- legged Hawks are how these
b i rds judge  the  abundance  o f  p rey ,
and  where  they  d i sappea r  t o  when
they decide not  to  breed.

Snowy Owl or Ukpik (Bubo scandiaca)
Two species of  owl  breed on the
is land.  The Snowy Owl is  a wel l -
known res ident  of  the Arct ic ,  and
more c losely associated wi th tundra
regions than any other  b i rd (F ig.  z) .
In  some years,  apparent ly  when the
lemming  popu la t i on  i s  nea r  i t s  peak ,
r r n f n ' 1  1  n e i r s  h a v e  h e e n  f o u n d  o n

Hersche l  l s l and ,  bu t  i n  o the ryea rs
v i r tual ly  none.  These owls lay thei r
c lutches of  up to s ix  pure whi te eggs
in ground scrapes,  usual ly  on top of
a  hummock ,  w i t hou t  t he  add i t i on
of  nest ing mater ia l .  Snowy Owls
nest  ear ly  on Herschel  ls land,  wi th
the eggs hatching in  mid-  to la te
.June (Fig.  8) .  In  some years these
owls have been found on the is land
throughout  the winter ,  but  ind iv idual
b i rds commonly range far  and wide.
,The annual  movements of  these b i rds

Fig. 7 Snowy Owl. Photo by Cameron Eckert

Fig. 8 Snowy Owl chick. Photo by Fritz Mueller.

were  s tud ied  us ing  rad io  t ags  du r i ng
the I  n ternat ional  Polar  Year,  2007-09.
In 2008-09, a radio-tagged owl from
Herschel  ls land t ravel led across the
eastern Beaufor t  Sea to Banks ls land.

Most  h ikers on O_ik iqtaryuk,  even in
years when the b i rd isn ' t  breeding,  may
suddenly f ind they are being watched
by th is  tundra ghost .  The c lear  whi te
fo rm s tand ing  ou t  aga ins t  t he  h i l l s
f rom which i t  hunts is  one of  the
tundra 's  most  memorable s ights.
The owls 's t rategies for  deal ing wi th
poor prey years,  especia l ly  dur ing
winter ,  remain an in t r igu ing mystery.

Short -eared Owl or  Nipai luktaq
(Asiof lammeus).  This b i rd is  another
of  the is land's  snecies l is ted as of

spec ia l conce rn  because  i t  i s  a t  r i s k
fur ther  south in  i ts  range.  However,
t he  popu la t i on  on  Hersche l  l s l and ,
l i ke l y  j us t  a  sma l l  number  o f  pa i r s ,
seems re lat ive ly  secure,  a l though years
have gone by wi thout  a ny known
breeding ef for t .  Cround nests in  sedge
or other  meadow vegetat ion have only
rare ly  been found,  but  the wonderfu l
ae r i a l d i sp lays  o f  t he  ma le  and  the
strange cal ls  of  cour tship can be
enjoyed most  summers (F ig.  9) .

The four  species descr ibed above are
known  to  b reed  on  Hersche l  l s l and .
Eight  other  species of  raptor  have
been  s igh ted  hun t i ng  on  the  i s l and ,
a l though most  of  them are not
regular  v is i tors.



Visitors
Bald Eagle or  Ki lerak (Hal iaeetus
le ucocephal  us) .  The c losesl  nest ing
pa i r s  a re  i n  t he  Mackenz ie  De l t a ,
about  100 k i lometres away.  lmmature
ind i v i dua l s  a re  occas iona l  v i s i t o r s  t o
the  i s l and .

Golden Eagle or  T ingmiakpak
(Aquila chrysaetos). A very large
populat ion of  th is  magni f icent
predator  breeds throughout  the
Br i t ish Mounta ins,  south of  Herschel
l s l and .  l t ' s  known  to  hun t  mos t l y
a rc t i c  g round  squ i r re l s  bu t  a l so
common ly  p reys  on  an ima ls  up  to
the s ize ofyoung car ibou.  The c losest
b reed lng  pa i r  a re  no rma l l y  on l y  abou t
15 k i lometres away f rom Qik iqtaryuk,
yet  the species has rare ly  been seen
on  the  i s l and .

Cyrfalcon or Kidjgavik (Falco rusticolus\
A large populat ion of  about  200 pai rs
of  Cyr fa lcon breed on the Yukon
North Slope,  immediate ly  south of

t he  i s l and .  The  c loses t  known  nes t i ng
pair  is  about  20 k i lometres away.
The Cyrfa lcon is  the largest  of  the
fa lcons and is  a must-see species for
most  v is i t ing b i rders.  Hunt ing forays
by Cyr fa lcons onto Qik iqtaryuk seem
to occur  i r regular ly ,  so a sharp-eyed
vis i tor  may spot  one on the is land.

Merlin (Falco columbarius). This l i tt le
fa l con  a l so  nes ts  on  the  ma in land
wi th in about  60 k i lometres of
t he  i s l and .  l t  i s  a  regu la r  v i s i t o r  t o
Hersche l  l s l and  i n  t he  au tumn  (F ig .  10 )

Northern Hawk Owl or  Niaquqtuar iuk
(Surnia u lu la) . Ih is  nor thern owl  has
on l v  been  seen  on  the  i s l and  a  f ew-  J  - - -

t imes.  l t  breeds at  the t ree l ine fur ther
south,  so regular  excurs ions onto the
open tundra are l ike ly .

Northern Ha rrier (Ci rcu s cya ne us).
A re lat ive ly  sparse populat ion of
t h i s  spec ies ,  wh i ch  i s  a l so  ca l l ed
the  Marsh  Hawk ,  b reeds  on  the
coasta l  p la in and in Old Crow Flats

Fig. 9 Short-eared Owl or Nipailuktaq (Asio flammeus\. Photo by .lukka Jantunen. Fig.  10 Mer l in (Falco columbar ius\ .
Photo by Carneron Eckert.

to  the south.  However,  these b i rds
wi th the character is t ic  whi te band
on  the i r  r ump  have  been  seen  hun t i ng
in  t he  meadows  o f  He rsche l  l s l and
fa i r ly  regular ly .

Accidentals
America n Kestrel (Falco s pa rve ri us).
The only record of  th is  d iminut ive
fa lcon on Herschel  ls land was of  a
female that  appeared at  Paul ine Cove
on August  9-10,  2010,  and was later
found dead.  This specles nests as far
no r th  as  O ld  C row  F la t s  and  has  been
seen at  var ious locat ions across the
North 5 lope.

Sharp-shinned Hawk (Accip i ter
st r ia tus) .This smal l  forest-dwel l ing
hawk l ike ly  nests as far  nor th as the
sou the rn  R i cha rdson  Moun ta ins  and
is a rare vagrant  to  the North 5 lope.  l t
has  been  seen  on  Hersche l  l s l and jus t
once :a  f ema le  a t  Pau l i ne  Cove
on August  24,201,0 (F ig.  11) .

Fig. 11 Sharp-shinned Hawk (Accipiter

str iatus) .  This v is i t  on August  24,2010,

established the first island record for
t h i s  s n e r i e s  P l n l o  h v  ( a n t e t o t l  t ( l , e r t .' ,  i :

All the birds of prey and most
other bird species nest on the
tundra in exposed locations where
they are open to disturbance.
Nest t iming is absolutely crit ical
this far north as these birds need
total, concentrated use of time
and energy for raising their young.
Raptors have developed strategies
for dealing wjth disturbance from
natqral predators, but human
disturbance is often quite different

Lingering for that perfect photo
near a nest ,  or  just  ignor ing
their desperate calls asking
you to "move on," can seriously
interfere with critical feeding and
incubating. Eggs andyoung may
freeze to death if adults are forced
to leave their duties. In short, the
right approach is to keep moving.
Th at way the naturalist's behaviour
is more like a natural event that
these birds can deal with.

Birds of Prey


