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ABSTRACT: The Northern Harrier (Circus hudsonius) reaches the southern limit
of its current breeding range at San Quintin Bay, Baja California Mexico, where the
tidal salt marsh is home to possibly as many as 15 pairs. In 2023 one pair had a nest
with three eggs hatching 25-26 April. Two young fledged by 17 June.

The Northern Harrier (Circus hudsonius) is a dimorphic raptor widely spread
through North America, wintering regularly as far south as Central America, rarely
to Colombia and Venezuela (Smith et al. 2020). In Mexico, it breeds only in the
state of Baja California (Howell and Webb 1995, Smith et al. 2020), but records of
nesting in Baja California have been few. Massey and Palacios (1994) reported it
as formerly breeding in Baja California but specified no records. Unitt et al. (1995)
listed historic nesting in the 19th century near the border with California, possible
breeding at El Rosario in 1925 based on observations in April and May, and likely
breeding at the mouth of the Rio San Telmo in 1967 and east of San Telmo de Ar-
riba in 1991. Erickson et al. (2002) reported a nest with three eggs at the mouth of
the Rio San Telmo, and Erickson et al. (2016) reported a sighting of a nest with five
young on the Maneadero plain. We report here on successful nesting at the Bahia
de San Quintin, Baja California, Mexico.

On 4 April 2023, while surveying bird species in San Quintin Bay, we observed
three pairs of Northern Harriers flying over 0.5 ha with central coordinates 30.4083°
N, 115.9358° W, in the Cielito Lindo area in the southeast corner of the bay, in
wetland dominated by Salicornia sp. and Spartina sp. (Delgadillo et al. 1992). The
breeding activities of the Northern Harrier pairs observed in San Quintin were
asynchronous. The closest pair to us was defending a territory from other harriers
and birdwatchers. We observed a second pair in nuptial flight and also a flight in
which the male provided the female with food; the third and farthest pair was not
engaging in nuptial behaviors but was patrolling their territory. Smith et al. (2020)
mentioned that loose colonies of the Northern Harrier have been reported in Seal
Beach, California (Hall 1947), and the province of Manitoba, Canada (Hecht 1951).

Given the overtly aggressive behavior of the first pair, we assumed they might
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have been nesting, and we decided to explore the area where they were defending
the territory to find the nest, but we failed to find the nest on this date.

Some 150 km north of San Quintin, we have also observed nuptial flights and
fledglings at Estero de Punta Banda between April and June, 2014 to 2023, but have
not looked for nests.

On 25 April 2023, we returned to the suspected nest location and found a nest
within the Cielito Lindo wetland in a patch of Salicornia and Spartina at coordinates
30.41044°N, 115.93410° W. The nest was approximately 60 cm in diameter, sitting on
abed of Salicornia and dry sea grasses; no anthropogenic material was found in the
nest. The height of the Salicornia plants surrounding the nest was approximately 50
cm, providing good cover. In the nest, we found a chick and two eggs. We returned
the next day, 26 April, to place a camera and photograph the chicks—of which a
second had hatched (Figure 1).

A fourth trip on 17 June revealed two fledglings that were being fed by the male
after a feeding flight and calling. The fledglings were observed approximately 200
m northeast of the nest (Figure 2).

The Northern Harrier is a species of least concern under the International
Union for Conservation of Nature and does not have protected status in Mexico,

FI1GURE 1. Northern Harrier chicks on their nest at the Cielito Lindo wetlands in Bahia
San Quintin, 26 April 2023.

Photo by Hiram Moreno
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FIGURE 2. Northern Harrier fledgling at the Cielito Lindo wetlands in Bahia San
Quintin, 17 June 2023.

Photo by Xavier Moreno

but it is listed as a species of special concern by the California Department of Fish
Wildlife and as a species of conservation concern by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice (CNDDB 2024). Its most significant threat is the disappearance of wetlands.
Northern Harriers nest on the ground, usually in dense vegetation associated with
open wetlands, but rarely in saltmarshes (Smith et al. 2020). Our observations con-
firm that there is a nesting population at San Quintin Bay with successful nesting
in saltmarsh habitat. The population around San Quintin Bay may be as large as 15
pairs, on the basis of our observations at various localities from 2022 through 2024.
The area apparently represents the current southernmost extreme of the Northern
Harrier’s breeding range, as there are no recent reports from El Rosario from April
to July, and farther south on the Baja California Peninsula are only a few reports of
single individuals straggling as late as May (Ruiz-Campos et al. 2005).
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