
Appendix A: Birds 

 New Hampshire Wildlife Action Plan Appendix A Birds-183 

 

 
 

American Kestrel 
Falco sparverius 

 
Federal Listing N/A 

State Listing SC 

Global Rank 

State Rank S3 

Regional Status High 

 
 
 

 
Photo by Robert Kanter 

 
Justification (Reason for Concern in NH) 

 

The American Kestrel population has decreased slightly since the initiation of the Breeding Bird Survey 
in 1966. However, regional populations, including the Northeast, have declined more rapidly. Declines 
are more dramatic in New Hampshire (‐3.57% and ‐2.07%, respectively, although the latter is not 
significantly different from zero (Sauer et al. 2014). The regrowth and maturation of forests is the 
most likely cause of this decline rapidly (Smallwood and Bird 2002), Although systematic surveys of 
suitable habitat have not been conducted since the NH Breeding bird atlas, American Kestrels have 
disappeared from previously occupied territories even where habitat appears to remain suitable. 
Populations of American Kestrels are declining across North America. At the continental scale, the 
populations have declined 1.65% annually since 1966, but only at ‐0.75%/year since 2003. 
American Kestrels monitored in a long-term nest box program in New Hampshire have produced 
an average of 3.9 young/box/year. Despite the relatively consistent annual productivity, the 
numbers of boxes used by Kestrels has dropped precipitously, and in 2014 only 10 of 35 boxes 
were used and in 2015 only 5 of 38 were used (S. Wheeler pers. comm). 

 
Distribution 

 

American Kestrels occur statewide but breed in highest numbers in the Connecticut River Valley, 
Merrimack River Valley, and Seacoast Region. During winter Kestrels move south of New Hampshire. 

 
Habitat 

 

American Kestrels inhabit open areas covered by short ground vegetation (Smallwood and Bird 2002). 
They nest in natural tree cavities and ones that were previously excavated by woodpeckers. American 
Kestrels also nest in human‐made structures, such as building eaves, and they will readily use nest 
boxes if they are properly sized and placed. In New Hampshire, most records come from farmland and 
airports, with a few additional records from wetlands with standing dead trees (e.g., beaver ponds). 
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NH Wildlife Action Plan Habitats 
 

● Grasslands 
● Developed Habitats 
● Shrublands 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Distribution Map 
 

 
 

Current Species and Habitat Condition in New Hampshire 
 

Nest boxes that Kestrel have successfully nested in the last five‐years should be targeted. Information 
on these locations will be sought for future analysis. 

 
Population Management Status 

 

A Long‐term nest box program run by Steve Wheeler has provided nesting opportunities and resulted 
in some continually productive territories for American Kestrels in NH. Steve’s 2015 request to erect 
nest boxes on state properties has been approved by the state lands management committee. 

 
Regulatory Protection (for explanations, see Appendix I) 

 

● Migratory Bird Treaty Act (1918) 
 

Quality of Habitat 
 

Habitat is not specifically managed for this species, except for the installation of nest boxes as 
mentioned previously. 

 
Habitat Protection Status 

 

Data are not available for this analysis. 
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Habitat Management Status 

 

Long‐term (approximately 30 years) nest box placement and maintenance program has been effective 
at maintaining productive American Kestrel territories. 

 
 

Threats to this Species or Habitat in NH 
Threat rankings were calculated by groups of taxonomic or habitat experts using a multistep process (details in Chapter 4). 
Each threat was ranked for these factors: Spatial Extent, Severity, Immediacy, Certainty, and Reversibility (ability to address 
the threat). These combined scores produced one overall threat score. Only threats that received a “medium” or “high” score 
have accompanying text in this profile. Threats that have a low spatial extent, are unlikely to occur in the next ten years, or 
there is uncertainty in the data will be ranked lower due to these factors. 

 
Habitat degradation due to natural succession or lack of active management (Threat Rank: High) 

 

In the absence of periodic mowing, grassland sites revert to shrublands and eventually to forest, and 
eventually cease being suitable for American Kestrels. In addition, loss of snags along field edges 
(largely a result of intensified agriculture) is also detrimental to kestrel populations. 

 

 
Mortality from predation (increased Cooper's Hawk populations) (Threat Rank: Medium) 

 

Populations of Cooper’s Hawks have been increasing in NH and the Northeast since the 1980s (Sauer 
et al. 2014), and increased predation by this specialist bird predator has been proposed as a factor 
behind kestrel declines. However, analysis of concurrent population data for both kestrels and 
Cooper’s Hawks failed to show significant correlations, suggesting that other factors may be more 
important (Smallwood et al. 2009). 

 

 
Species impacts from pesticide use causing prey declines (Threat Rank: Medium) 

 

Insects comprise a significant component of kestrels’ diets, and there is increased evidence from 
studies on other insectivorous birds in agricultural landscapes that increased use of insecticides is 
impacting prey availability (Evans et al. 2007). More data are needed on kestrel diet and foraging 
behavior are needed to fully evaluate this potential threat. 

 
 
 

List of Lower Ranking Threats: 
 

Habitat and species impacts from the loss of nest sites 

Habitat conversion from new development in existing agricultural fields 
 

 

Actions to benefit this Species or Habitat in NH 
 

 
Develop volunteer based nest box construction, monitoring and maintenance project with NH 
Audubon. Suitable nest sites may be absent in highest quality habitats for American kestrels. 

 

Primary Threat Addressed: Habitat and species impacts from the loss of nest sites 
 

Specific Threat (IUCN Threat Levels): Natural system modifications 
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Objective: 

Construct and deploy American kestrel nest boxes in areas selected by GIS model and ground‐truthed 
by biologists and skilled volunteers 

 

General Strategy: 

Enter into agreement with NH Audubon to develop nest box program. 
 

Political Location: Watershed Location: 

Statewide Statewide 
 

 
American kestrel focus areas 

 

 

Objective: 

Model potential habitat of American kestrels using long‐term dataset referred to in similar action 
'deploy American kestrel nest boxes in areas selected by GIS model and ground‐truthed.' 

 

General Strategy: 

Utilize NH Fish and Game GIS analyst to conduct modeling 
 

 

Political Location: Watershed Location: 

Statewide Statewide 
 

 
Collaborate with researchers and biologists to incorporate existing information into a 
georeferenced database. 

 
Objective: 

Develop a collaboration with biologist that has instituted long‐term nest box and banding program 
and enter data into a georeferenced database. 

 

General Strategy: 

Develop a collaboration with biologist who manages nest boxes and collects data. Accessing this long‐ 
term dataset will provide a readily available source of information to improve knowledge of 
population condition and potential management. 

 

Political Location: Watershed Location: 

Statewide Statewide 
 
 
 
 

References, Data Sources and Authors 
 

Data Sources 

NH Breeding Bird Atlas. NH e‐bird data. Steve Wheeler, retired biologist and American kestrel 
researcher with long‐term nest box and banding program in New Hampshire. 

 

Data Quality 

Quality of statewide distribution data is unknown, but absence of kestrels from nest boxes in 
apparently suitable habitat suggests that nest sites are not a limiting factor in the state. 
Analysis of e‐bird data for May and June American kestrel sighting provides general  
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knowledge of distribution of potential breeding territories. 
North American breeding bird survey provides a modest trend index but lacks probabilistic design. 
Data set maintained on nest box use and productivity is maintained by private individual but not 
available for use at this time. 

 
2015 Authors: 

John Kanter, NHFG 
 

2005 Authors: 
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