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Bald Eagle Kills Sharp-shinned Hawk

Jay R. George

Klem (Wilson Bull. 97:230-231, 1985) described several
nstances of diurnal raptors killing other diurnal raptor
species. I witnessed a similar incident during raptor mi-
gration in the fall of 1985.

At 1005 H on 28 September 1985 two raptors were
observed flying toward North Lookout at Hawk Mountain
Sanctuary, Berks County (40°35’'N, 75°55'W), in east-
central Pennsylvania. The birds were first observed at a
distance of approximately 1000 m and were approximately
50 m apart moving parallel to the ridge in a generally
WSW direction. The larger of the 2 birds was identified
as an eagle, the second bird as an accipiter. Less than 10
s after the initial sightings a third raptor, a smaller accip-
iter, approached the pair from behind and above and began
harassing the eagle by diving repeatedly. At this point the
larger accipiter (believed to be a Northern Goshawk [A4c-
cipiter gentilis] but identification was not certain), turned
to the NW and passed the observation point on the north
side of the ridge without further interaction with either of
the other two raptors.

The small accipiter, judged to be a Sharp-shinned Hawk
(Accipiter striatus) based on size and flight characteristics,
made 3 passes at the eagle. Each pass was within centi-
meters of the bigger bird, causing it to turn quickly from
side to side. Considerable distance from the observer to
the birds made precise observation difficult, and the ac-
cipiter was unobserved for perhaps 3 s. The small raptor
was next observed approximately 20 m below and in front
of the eagle. The eagle dived but missed the smaller bird,
which no longer moved with its previous speed and agility.
The larger bird made 3 unsuccessful attempts at capturing
the accipiter, but each time the smaller raptor pitched
forward and downward with movements that indicated
possible wing damage. On the fourth try the eagle suc-
cessfully grasped the small accipiter in its talons.

The eagle, now clearly seen to be an immature Bald
Eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) carried its catch as it con-
tinued its flight parallel to the ridge. The eagle passed my
observation site approximately 200'm to the south and 50
m above. As it did it lowered its head, struck its prey with
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its mandible and passed behind me. The eagle circled
back briefly and dropped the small raptor to the ground,
apparently dead. The eagle then resumed its flight to the
WSW.

Klem (1985) suggested that the causes for interspecific
killing of raptors by raptors include: competition for food,
competition for territory or breeding sites, and annoyance
or defense. In the incident I observed, the Sharp-shinned
Hawk repeatedly harassed the eagle, and the eagle did not
eat the Sharp-shin after killing it. These behaviors suggest
that annoyance was the cause.
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