American Kestrel
Information taken from the Canadian Raptor Conservancy website http://canadianraptorconservancy.com/
The American Kestrel (Falco sparverius) was originally known in North America as the "Sparrow Hawk". It is
the smallest falcon in North America. The female ranges in length from 9 -11 in (2328 cm) with a wingspan of 21 - 24 in (53-61 cm) and weighs an average of 4.2 oz
(120 g). The length of the male varies between 8 -10 in (20 - 25 cm) with a wingspan
ranging from 20 - 22 in (51-56 cm) and weighing an average of 3.9 oz (111 g).
There is a definite sexual dimorphism with this species, meaning that the coloration
of the feathers greatly varies between the sexes. Males (top photo) have blue-grey
feathers on their wings, while the undersides are white with black barring. The back is
rufous in coloration, with barring on the lower half. The belly and flanks are white with
black spotting. The tail is also rufous.
The back of the female American Kestrel (bottom photo) is rufous with dark brown
barring. The wings exhibit similar coloration and patterning to the back. The
undersides of the females are white with rufous streaking. The tail of the female is
noticeably different from the male, being rufous in color with numerous narrow dark
brown or black bars.
In both sexes, the head is white with a bluish-grey top. There are also two narrow,
vertical black facial markings on each side of the head; one below the eyes and one
on the sides. Two black spots (ocelli) can be found behind their head and resembles
eyes.
American Kestrels are widely distributed across the Americas. Their breeding range extends from central and
western Alaska across northern Canada to Nova Scotia, and south throughout North America, into central
Mexico, the Baja, and the Caribbean. They are local breeders in Central America and are widely distributed
throughout South America. Most of the birds breeding in Canada and the northern United States migrate south
in the winter.
American Kestrels are found in a variety of habitats including parks, suburbs, open fields, forests and prairies.
The American Kestrel is the only North American falcon to habitually hover with rapid wing beats, keeping its
head motionless while scanning the ground for prey.
This falcon species is not long-lived. The oldest banded wild bird was 11 years and seven months old while a
captive lived 17 years. Major causes of death include collision with traffic, illegal shooting, and predation.
Because of its small size, the American Kestrel is a common prey item of other raptors.
In summer, kestrels feed largely on grasshoppers, dragonflies, lizards, mice, and voles. They will also eat other
small birds.
American Kestrels form pairs in which the bond is strong, tending toward permanence. Returning migrants
commonly re-establish territories held the previous year. Nesting occurs from late spring to late summer in North
America, with incubation underway by the end of May.
A cavity nester, American Kestrels will use holes in trees, rock cavities and crevices in cliffs, artificial nest boxes,
or small spaces in buildings. The number of suitable breeding cavities limits this species' breeding density. The
American Kestrel has adapted well to nest boxes.
Both sexes take turns incubating their eggs, a very rare situation among North American birds of prey where the
female usually incubates exclusively. There are in average four to six eggs per clutch and they hatch 29 to 31
days after being laid.
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This bird occurs over a wide range and is not generally rare. The American Kestrel's North American population
has been estimated at 1.2 million pairs. It is possible that the clearing of parts of North America for agriculture in
the last two hundred years has caused the American Kestrel population to increase.
Threats to the species as a whole include loss of nest sites, pesticide poisoning (dieldrin and DDT, among
others), and death through collisions with vehicles as well as shooting.

Page 2 of 2

