It’s a Peregrine’s Life
by Nancy Landry

“Faster than a speeding bullet, more powerful than a locomotive, able to leap tall buildings in a single bound – it’s a bird - it’s a plane - it’s …..” ….well, it’s a bird - and what a bird!  The Peregrine Falcon, though relatively small in stature for a raptor, is mighty in speed, eyesight and wing power. 
One of North Carolina’s rarest birds of prey, the Peregrine is about the size of a crow, weighing about two pounds and reaching 15 to 23 inches long. The female is 1/4 to 1/3 larger than the male.  In flight, the wings and tail are long and pointed and the head is relatively large to the body. Wingspan is 3.3 to 3.6 ft. The adult has a buff-colored breast with brown spots, dark gray-brown back, blue-gray wings, and white face with a black tear stripe on the sides, hooked beak and yellow feet.  Immature birds have streaked breasts, brown backs and light green feet. 
Pigeons, starlings, crows, jays, grackles and shorebirds are among the twenty-five different bird species that Peregrines are known to hunt.  Diet can also include beetles, dragonflies and other flying insects.  The Peregrine was historically known as a “Duck Hawk” because of its penchant for waterfowl.  Considered the fastest animal on earth, it surprises its prey by diving toward it at speeds up to 200 mph, killing it in flight using closed talons to knock it senseless.  The Peregrine will eat the prey where fallen if too heavy to carry off, plucking its feathers before consuming it.  It hunts more commonly at dawn and dusk in open areas. 

Found on every continent except Antarctica with 19 subspecies known, the Peregrine nests along cliffs and river bluffs, and since modern times, on bridges and tall buildings in major cities.  It does not build a nest but scratches out an area in a sand or gravel-covered ledge called a “scrape”, or less commonly, uses old bird nests or tree cavities.  Nest sites may be used for many generations of birds.  There is one nesting each year although another nesting may be attempted if the first fails.  The female bird lays 3 to 4 brown to dark tan speckled eggs and provides most of the incubation, with the male feeding her and relieving her for short periods of time.  In our area, eggs are laid from mid-March to early April.  Incubation takes about 33 days with the resulting hatching of white, fluffy snowball-looking chicks which are fed 4 to 8 times a day.  They fledge at about six weeks but are still periodically fed, taught to hunt and generally protected by the parents until they gain full independence at nine to twelve weeks. Often the parents will finally chase them out of their own territory to encourage this independence. Sometimes breeding at one year, they most often will begin to breed at 2 to 3 years of age, mating for life. 

A predator at the top of the food chain, the Peregrine has few enemies besides man.  Large owls are regular predators of young peregrines. They also succumb to collisions with vehicles and building windows as well as egg collecting and illegal hunting.  Pesticides continue to be ingested through prey, and DDT is still found in their tissue due to wintering in the out-of-country tropics where the chemical is still used.  Also found are mercury, flame retardants and PCBs as well as many other less known but harmful chemical substances.  
Peregrines can live for 20 years but the average life span is 6 to 8 years.  They bred naturally in North Carolina until 1957 when they disappeared from the state, and in 1972 were listed as “endangered” in the U.S. and “extinct” in the East.  Peregrines were rereleased in WNC from 1984 to 1991, taken off the list in 1999 but listed as “sensitive” by our State.  In Western North Carolina there were thirteen nesting pairs which produced 15 offspring in 2008, followed by twelve pairs in 2009 of which only three pairs produced fledglings.  In the U.S. and Canada there are about 1,650 breeding pairs.  Seasonal closures of nesting areas are posted and off-limits to us because raptors are highly susceptible to human disturbance.  It is well known that flightless nestlings will bolt off their nesting ledge and fall to their deaths if disturbed.  Rock-climbing clubs are cooperating with the postings at cliff sites. 
Migration for the Peregrines in the eastern United States occurs south along coastal lines to Central and South America, although a few birds will winter over in the state.  Protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act drawn up between the U.S., Canada, Mexico, Russia and Japan, this raptor cannot be killed, captured or owned by anyone.  The ancient sport of Falconry is the exception to this treaty where juveniles can be captured by Experienced and Master Falconers with a license and permit.  In North Carolina, a limited number of juveniles may be captured by permit for a short period of time each year and only east of Route 17 near the coast.  Many rules and regulations have to be followed to possess these birds, and Falconers are monitored closely by the individual states.  Regulation is hoped to prevent illegal taking of birds that might occur if falconry was banned. 

So when we hear the high-pitched “kee, kee, kee” above Wolf Laurel this spring, we’ll know that the Peregrine Falcon has again returned to Western North Carolina to soar, hunt, mate and raise young.  We are truly fortunate to witness this majestic bird.
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