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   Swainson’s Hawk (Buteo swainsoni) 
is an opportunistic predator, focusing on 
available prey whether small rodents, 
birds, reptiles or invertebrates. 

   Hunting methods are as varied as 
the prey. Soaring above a grass fire or 
farm machinery allows the hawk to find 
suddenly homeless voles.1 Others may 
watch patiently from a tall perch before 
stooping on a rodent. Aerial agility 
allows it to catch large flying insects 
like dragonflies with its talons and 
eat in flight. Swainson’s Hawk walks 
easily as it chases and pounces on 
grasshoppers. 

   When hunting ground squirrels 
(Thomomys spp.) it perches near fresh 
mounds, waiting for gophers to push 
fresh dirt to surface, then pounces stiff-
legged on the mound and pulls out the 
gopher.2 

   Eating requires different skills. A 
larger prey such as a pocket gopher is 
carried to a feeding perch and picked 
apart. When the hawk wants to move, 
it may use its talons to transfer the prey 
remains to its beak, before flying away. 
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SWAINSON’S HAWK
ROSS DICKSON1 and KERRY HECKER2, Environment Canada, 
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