Identification Review:

Sharp-shinned and
Cooper’s Hawks

with an emphasis on a challenging wing-on perspective
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SHARP-SHINNED (Accipiter
striatus) and Cooper’s Hawks
(A. cooperii) are, at times,
impossible to distinguish in the
field. This conclusion is evident
at most hawkwarching sites
throughout North America,
where the majority of unknown
raptors are categorized as
“unidentified accipiters.”
Female accipiters are larger
than males, but even the largest
Sharp-shinneds do not overlap
in size with the smallest
Cooper’s Hawks. This 15 also
true in the West, where
Cooper’s average smaller than
those in the East. Identification
based on size can be inaccurate
and risky in the field, however.
The female Sharp-shinned
Hawk and male Cooper’s Hawk
are most similar in flight style
as well. Because of this similari-
ty, they are most likely to be
confused with each other. The
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shape and flight style of male
Sharp-shinneds and female
Cooper’s, however, are much
more distinct. The key to flight
identification is to focus on
plumage, shape, and flight-style
characteristics. Certain charac-
teristics help to define the
species at cach angle from
which birds are viewed. A
wing-on, or side view at eye-
level, is discussed herein.

Plumage

Adult Sharp-shinned and
Cooper’s Hawks are blue-gray
above and whirish with rufous
barring below. The barring is
fine to heavy, and can appear
faint at a distance. However, the
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barring always contrasts with the
pure white undertail coverts.
Both species have a gray-and-
brown-banded tail with a white
tip. The Cooper’s Hawk’s tip is
usually broader and more obvi-
ous (Figures 1 and 2). However,
the white tail up of an adult
Sharp-shinned Hawk can be
quite prominent (Figure 3).
Therefore, caution should be
used when separating these
species by this trait alone. Adult
Cooper's and Sharp-shinned
Hawks have dark caps, but the
Cooper’s is defined by a contrast-
ing paler nape and, sometimes,
back. From eye-level and above
this trait may be difficult to dis-
tinguish.

Figure |.The blue upperwing and secondaries (outer halves) contrast sharply with
maries (honds) on this adult male Cooper's Howk Note the contrast betwesn the o
and nape and the dark cop (Sondia Mountains, New Mexico, April 1599)
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Figure 2. This aceipiter exhibits the distinct head and upperwing characteristics that identify it
as on odult male Cooper's Hawk: pray cheek, blue upperside, right wing shows contrasting
base and hand. Note the broad back ond toil and obvious white tail tip as well (Goshute

Mountains, Nevada, September 1999),

Except for size, accipiters are
usually not considered sexually
dimorphic, but plumage differ-
ences do occur between aduls,
These traits often prove especial-
Iy helpful in telling female Sharp-
shinneds from male Cooper’s
(Figure 4 and Figures 2 and 9).
Male Cooper’s have pale blue
upperwings that contrast with
darker primaries (sometimes
referred to as “hands”™) (Figure
1), especially in a glide when the
secondaries are partially over-
lapped. exposing only the blue
ourer halves (Figure 2 and 9).
From the underside, the sec-
ondary patch of an adult male
accipiter often appears pale or
silvery. Some females have bluish
backs, bur the upperwing is a
uniform slare-color. Some adult
female Cooper’s Hawks are very
brown on the upperside (Figure
16). and they can be mistaken
for juveniles. Adult female
Cooper’s and both sexes of the
adult Sharp-shinned Hawk usual-
ly possess rufous checks (Figures
3.4, 5,and 16 ). Adult male
Cooper's have gray cheeks
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(Figures 1 and 2}, but first-year
adults can have rufous cheeks.
Juvenile accipiters are brown
above and buff below, with verti-
cal, dark streaking. Streaking is
usually bolder and more con-
densed on Sharp-shinned Hawks
than on Cooper’s. However,

there is significant variation with-
in both species (Figures 6, 7, 14,
and 15, and Figures 10 and 11).
The streaking is usually rufous
on Sharp-shinned Hawks as
opposed to dark-brownish on
Cooper’s Hawks. Some Sharp-
shinned juveniles can be lightly
streaked in brown (Figure 15),
and some heavily marked Sharp-
shinneds can look adult-like
{Figure 14). Most Cooper’s
Hawks exhibit a tawny hood
that contrasts with a chocolate-
brown back (Figure 11). Be care-
ful, however, because some
Sharp-shinneds show this trait as
well (Figure 8). Other plumage
characteristics can help to sepa-
rate these two species, but they
are obscure in the field. Individ-
uals of one species can exhibit
markings associared with the
other, making identification bas-
ed on plumage difficult.

|

Figure 3. Adult femole Sharp-shinned Howks, such as this bird, show a uniform upberside
Note the dark nape, rufous cheek, small heod, narrow, straight-cut toil, and bulging secan-
daries, suggesting stocky wings. In this individuol, however, a white tai-tip is fairty prominsnt

l (Gashute Mountains, Nevada, September 1998).
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Figure 4.An Adult female Sharp-shinned Hawk, such as this bird, Figure 5. Sharp-shinned Hawks are “chesty” and small-headed, wing-
shows @ uniform upperside. Notice the dark nape and rufous cheek. on. Adults, such as this, lack the contrasting pale nape of the adult
Also note the small head, narrow, stroight-cut tail, and slightly longer male Cooper’s Hawk. Note the short, narrow tail as well (Goshute
primary projection than that on the Cooper’s Hawk. (Hawk Mountains, Nevada, October 1999).

Mountain, Pennsylvania, November 1997,
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Figure 6.A juvenile Sharp-shinned Hawk here exhibits its characteristic stocky
wings and body, narrow tail, small head. This individual is moderately streaked
(Goshute Mountains, Nevada, October 1999).

Figure 7.Although the shape and plumage of this juvenile Sharp- Figure 8. Naote the rounded wings, small heod, norrow back
shinned Hawk are fitting. the tail Is somewhat broad with o slightly body. tawny hood, and narrow straight-cut tall of this juve
rounded, white tip. The underparts are heavily streaked (Goshute shinned Hawk. Sharp-shinneds, like ths bird scrason

Mountains, Nevada, September [999). tawny heads (Goshute Mountains, Nevada, Septe
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Cooper’s Hawks

Figure 9. S‘lrr_li'cr to the bird in Figure 2, this adult male Cooper's Figure 10, This juvenile Cooper’s Hawk shows a distinct large, broad,
Hawk exhibits characteristic field marks: gray cheek and nape, dark tawny head, light streaking, long wings, long, rounded tail, and a

cap, contrasting upperwing, wide back, long, broad, bowed, rounded lengthy appearance overall (Goshute Mountains, Nevada, September
tail, white tail-tip (Goshute Mountains, Nevada, September [998). 1999)

igure | 1. From this angle, Cooper’s Hawks appear large-headed and long-
tailed. Note the bowed tail shape and tawny head of this juvenile. This individ-
ual has slightly more streaking than the juvenile shown in Figure 10 (Goshute
Mountains, Nevada, October 1998).

Figure 13. It is more common to observe accipiters | wester
Figure 12.The lang hands, straight trailing edge to the wing, and U.S., such as this adult Cooper’s Hawk, nc&uf?yh;omr;:' ;ur' ﬁl[:l
large head give this juvenile Cooper’s Hawk g triangular appearance. migration than in the east (note the presence of adult and ;:Igmile
Note the broad back and broad rounded tail (white tip) of this bird body, flight, and tail feathers). This bird’s square-tipped tail is due to
(Goshute Mountains, Nevada, October 1999). molt (Goshute Mountains, Nevada, September 1999),
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identification review

Figure |4. Here is a heavily marked (rufous) juvenile Sharp-shinned Howk. Individuals such as

this may oppear very adult-like from the underside in the field (Braddock Bay, New Yark, April
1994).

Shape

From a wing-on, or side-angle,
view, the wings of a Sharp-
shinned Hawk are short, broad,
and somewhat squared off. The
secondaries bulge slightly more
than those of a Cooper’s Hawk’s
and slightly less than those of a
Northern Goshawk. The head is
small and rounded, and shaped
somewhat like the head of a tur-
tle. In most cases, the head pro-
jects slightly past the leading edge
of the wing. Cooper’s Hawks
have thick necks and larger heads
that appear more triangular or
bureo-shaped than a Sharp-
shinned’s (Figure 12). The body
of a Sharp-shinned is short and
chesty, and the back is narrow
(Figure 5). The tail is narrow and
relatively short for an accipiter.
Males have sharply-cornered,
square-cut tails, looking as if they
were snipped with scissors.
Females have longer rails, either
squared or rounded when folded.
With longer wings and a larger
head, the silhouette of a Cooper’s

Hawk 1s more tmangular than the
Sharp-shinned’s, especially males,
which have more tapered wings
than females. Cooper’s have
longer bodies and broader backs
than Sharp-shinned Hawks and
lack the chesty look. Cooper’s
Hawks possess longer, broader
tails that shightly bow across their
width. The rail of a Cooper’s
Hawk is always rounded, except
when moltng or when the cen-
tral tail feathers are worn (espe-
cially in spring). A Sharp-shinned
Hawk’s tail lies flar, as if pressed
with an iron. Adules of all accip-
iters have slightly shorter tail
feathers and secondaries than
juveniles. The adult secondaries
are straight-cut as opposed to
rounded on juveniles. As a result
of this feature, Sharp-shinned and
Cooper’s can appear very falcon-
like in a ghde, especially the
males. The silhouette of an adult
male Sharp-shinned in a glide can
look similar to that of an Ameri-
can Kestrel,

Flight style
Male Sharp-shinned and female
Cooper's Hawks are usually very
distinct. The female Sharp-
shinned and male Cooper’s
Hawks are most similar in flight
style. However, there are flight
characteristics common to cach
species as a whole.
Sharp-shinned Hawks are
more buoyant than Cooper's
Hawks. They rise quickly, espe-
cially on a strong updraft or
thermal. Sharp-shinned Hawks
also are unstable in moderate to
high winds, making constant
minor wing and tail adjustments
as they bounce up and down on
a current of wind. These move-
ments are quick and hyper, as if
they've had too much caffeine.
Cooper’s fly in a direct, steady
manner. The Sharp-shinned
Hawk’s wing-beats are quick,
snappy, and lack power. Cooper’s
Hawks may exhibit quick wing-
beats, but the manner in which
they flap is stiffer and more pow-
erful. To me, the flight style and
wing-beat of a Sharp-shinned
Hawk are similar to those of an
American Kestrel; a Cooper’s
Hawk, more similar to the
Peregrine Falcon. Sharp-shinned
Hawks have difficulty maintain-
ing controlled flight in very high
winds along a ridge. To avoid
this, they often tuck their wings
in completely as they dart past at
high speed. Cooper's Hawks do
not employ this tactic,

Pitfalls

Be careful when aging accipiters
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Figure 16, Most odult femole Cooper’s Hawks exhibit ¢ siote-colored upperside but brown.
1R individuais occur {such cs this bird), appecring ke guvendes from above {Brecack Do
Bay, New York, April 1954).
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