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Executive Summary 
 
This was the seventh year of systematic goshawk nest monitoring on Haida 

Gwaii.  Monitoring including several visits to each known nest area, and if no birds were 
initially located, then goshawk playback surveys were conducted throughout the area, and 
in adjacent areas of suitable habitat, to establish if the birds were present and possibly 
using a new nest.  

A total of 13 known nest areas were monitored, and in addition one new nest area 
was located in the Crease Creek Watershed.   Of the known nests, birds were present at 
58% of the nests in early spring during a time when nesting is initiated, and later 38% of 
the known sites successfully fledged young.   This is the highest rate of breeding success 
seen since systematic monitoring was initiated, and it is comparable to the rate of success 
seen in other goshawk studies.  This increase in success was possibly in response to an 
increase in prey, with observed increase in squirrels and potentially other prey, probably 
in response to a peak in cone production seen in the Fall of 2005.   

The one new nest at Crease Creek fell within our observed spacing pattern of nest 
areas on the islands, but this year also saw birds breeding at the Survey and Three Mile 
sites, which are closer together (6 km apart versus the previously observed 9 km) than 
encountered prior to this year.  This indicates that in some cases adjacent nest areas may 
be closer together than previously known.   At another site where the nest areas are only 3 
km apart, (Ain and Upper Hancock) no evidence of breeding was seen at either site, so 
we still have no evidence to determine if these nests are used by the same, or adjacent 
pairs. 

Looking more closely at those territories in which breeding was successful, we 
see that at the 5 km radius home range scale, the territories with the smallest area (post 
harvest and/or natural), of medium to high suitability goshawk foraging habitat, failed to 
fledge young, while those with the greatest amount of suitable habitat were typically 
successful in fledging young.                         

The increase in breeding success in 2006, coupled with the high number of 
territories (60-80%) in which birds were detected, during early season nest checks in 
2007, was very encouraging.   It suggests that enough birds are still present to ensure the 
population will persist on the islands, if a long-term landscape management strategy for 
suitable goshawk habitat, at the spatial scale of individual goshawk home ranges, is 
implemented.   However, the results from this year do support the earlier work indicating 
that there is a potential foraging habitat threshold, and that we need to ensure we manage 
for the required area and suitability of foraging habitat, if we are to remove the threat to 
the long-term viability of the population. 
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Introduction 
 
 Goshawks (Accipiter gentilis laingi) on Haida Gwaii/Queen Charlotte Islands are 
a Provincially Red-listed and COSEWIC listed threatened species.  Since 1995 when 
work on goshawks was first initiated, it has become apparent that this bird is at very low 
densities on Haida Gwaii, in addition its rate of breeding is very low when compared to 
other goshawk populations.   In 2004 a Northern Goshawk Recovery Team was formed 
in the acknowledgement of the need for a management plan to ensure the long-term 
maintenance of a healthy and viable goshawk population on Haida Gwaii and throughout 
its range.   
 

Project Rationale 
 

On Haida Gwaii the Northern laingi goshawk (Accipiter gentilis laingi) has been 
shown to be only found in areas where mature-old growth forest.   Through the impact of 
large scale clear cut harvesting, and probably the impacts of introduced species, the 
population in the last 50 years is estimated to have declined by 63-67%, to possibly less 
than twenty viable territories (Doyle 2005).   Without a management strategy the number 
of viable territories will continue to decline (Doyle 2004a), and potentially this species 
could be lost from the islands by 2040 (LUP presentation Sept. 2004, Doyle 2003). 

At the present time Western Forest Products inc, the Northern Goshawk Recovery 
Team and the islands LUP table, are all developing plans to try and ensure the long-term 
sustainability of the goshawk population, a population which we now know is genetically 
distinct from goshawks found elsewhere (DNA report: Talbot et al., 2005).   Information 
from monitoring the success of the known nest areas and any new nests that are found, 
will be combined with the FIA funded work on the habitat requirements of a focal prey 
species, the Blue Grouse, and the project to identify when second growth forest becomes 
suitable goshawk nesting habitat, to assist in the development of robust long-term 
management plans for this threatened species.     

 
          

Objectives 
 
 This project will monitor known and predicted goshawk nest areas to determine if 
territories contain breeding pairs, and the success of those pairs (number of young 
fledged per pair).  This information will then be used by Western Forest Products Inc, the 
Goshawk Recovery Team and the LUP to help develop plans, including silvicultural 
practices, which will ensure the maintenance of a sustainable goshawk population across 
Haida Gwaii. 
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Methodology 
 

For all known nest and suspected (reports of nest defence behaviour, sites with 
multiple goshawk sightings) and predicted nest areas (based on observed habitat selection 
and location of known nest areas) we conducted intensive ground searches within 
approximately 2 km of the known or predicted nest areas to ascertain the occupancy of 
each area.  For all known nest sites, nest were inspected for recent signs of nest building 
and if none of the known nests are active we systematically searched for new nests and 
other signs of use, such as presence of goshawks, whitewash, and plucking perches.  If no 
sign was found we then conducted systematic call playback surveys (Kennedy and 
Stahlecker 1993, RISC 1997) to try to elicit responses from the goshawks in the vicinity.  
In addition to the within stand searches in locations which allowed a good view of the 
search area we also conducted stand watch surveys in order to observe courtship activity 
above the canopy (RISC 1997).     

We adhered to Resource Inventory Committee Standards (RIC) for surveying for 
goshawks (see below).  All work was conducted by experienced personnel under strict 
supervision of a goshawk biologist, and covered the maximum known area between 
alternate nests as identified for laingi populations on Vancouver Island (McClaren 2003).  
 Once an active nest was located, the survey crew left the area immediately to 
ensure the birds were not disturbed.  Active nests were then monitored weekly 
(depending on accessibility), once breeding was known to be past the incubation and very 
young chick stage.  Pellets and prey remains were collected during these visits and if 
possible the young were counted using a spotting scope or binoculars.  Successful 
breeding was defined as the successful fledging of the young from the nest.   The fledged 
young were not intensively monitored, so it is possible that young died post fledging, 
before they became independent of the adults.        
 

Forms 
    

• Animal Observation Form-Raptor Encounter Transects 
• Wildlife Inventory Survey Description Form- Raptor 
• Animal Observation Form-Raptor Call Playback (Ecosystem Field Forms 

excluded at playback stations) 
• Nest site visit cards    

 

Results 
Nest Monitoring  
 
 The 13 previously known goshawk nest areas were monitored throughout the key 
breeding stages from February-August 2006, with surveys >2 km of known nest areas to 
determine if the birds were breeding, if an active nest had not already been located.  In 
2007, monitoring of the courtship activity at ten of the known nest areas also took place.   
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New Nests Located 
 

In addition to nest monitoring, goshawk breeding surveys for Husby Forest 
Products Ltd., in the Eden Lake Landscape, resulted in the location of a new goshawk 
nest and territory in the Crease Creek Watershed (Picture 1).  A total of 14, nest areas 
have now been located at the presence of breeding birds at Three Mile and Survey 
confirms that although these nest areas are relatively close together (<6 km) these are 
separate territories.  However, no birds were detected at Ain, or later in the summer at 
Upper Hancock (nest areas <3 km) so we still do not know if these nest areas are used by 
the same pair of birds. 

Breeding Status 
 

In February and March of 2006, birds exhibiting territorial activity were found at 
6 (50%) of the 12 previously known nest areas that were monitored at that time, and a 
bird was also seen close to one other known nest area.  At the egg-nestling stage birds 
were present at 7 of 13 (54%) of all previously known sites, and by the end of the 
summer young had fledged from 5 (38%) of all the known nests (Table 1).   At 2 sites 
(Black Bear and Ian NE) birds were detected at the egg-nestling stage, no evidence of a 
nesting attempt (new nest material or bird on a known nest) was observed.  

    
 

Breeding Success: All Years 
  

Goshawk annual breeding success per nest area has now been closely monitored 
71 times over the past 12 years (Table 1), and on average the number of young fledged 
per successful breeding attempt (when the number of young are known) is 1.57 (SD = 
0.51, N = 17), and an average of 0.39 (SD = 0.73, N = 56) young fledged annually per 
previously known nest area throughout this time.   

Of particular interest and a positive outcome from this years monitoring was the 
presence, and success of breeding birds at Bonanza, Datlaman and Survey, nest areas in 
which no successfully breeding birds have been observed in 4, 9, and 6 years 
respectively.   

Overall breeding success in 2006, was the highest since intensive monitoring was 
initiated in 2000 (Table 1), with 38% of all previously known nests fledging young, with 
at least 9 young fledging from these nests.  The number of young fledging per nest area 
was also at its highest, at ~0.64 per known nest area, compared to a low of 0.16 in 2001.           
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Table 1.  Goshawk Breeding Success on Haida Gwaii. 
 

Years Nest Monitored
Nest Site Number of young fledged per Nest

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
Bonanza 2 2 1 0 0 2 1 0 0 0 0 1
Datlaman 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2
Ain 1 1 N/A 0 0 0 0 0 0
Survey 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 2
Ian SW 1 0 0 0 0 0
Demon 1 1 2 2 0
Ian NE 2 0 0 0
Lyell Is. >2 2 >1 0
Black Bear 0 0 0
Yakoun Lake >2 0 2
Skowkona 0 0
Upper Hancock* 1 0
Three Mile >1 1
Crease >1
Total number of 
Young 2 3 1 0 0 2 2 1 >5 >6 >5 >9
% of previously 
known nests 
fledging young 100 50 0 33 33 25 0 17 25 20 38

 
* = Possible alternate for Ain. 
 
Spring 2007 
 
 This spring territorial birds (Near nest and or responding to playback), were seen 
at 60% (6 of 10) of nests sites (Table 2), and probable goshawk sightings/calling was 
seen/detected in or near to (<1km), a further 20% of the nest areas.  No birds were 
detected at Ain or at Upper Hancock.     
 
Table 2. Spring 2007: Goshawk territorial activity surveys at known Nest Sites.   
 

Nest Area 
Response to 
call playback

Goshawks 
seen near 

Nests 
(<200m)

Goshawk seen 
above the 

forest Canopy

Probable 
Goshawk 
Sighting/

Call

Ain
Black Bear Y
Bonanaza Y Y
Crease Y
Datlaman Y Y
Demon Y
Upper Hancock
Ian NE Y
Ian SW Not surveyed
Lyell Island Not surveyed
Skowkona Not surveyed
Survey Not surveyed
Three Mile Y Y
Yakoun Lake Y Y  
Y = Yes, Blank = No Response/Observation. 
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Discussion 
 
 Goshawk breeding success (% of known pairs fledging young) in 2006 was the 
highest since intensive monitoring was initiated in 2000, and for the first time breeding 
success was similar to those seen in other goshawk populations (Squires and Reynolds 
1997, McClaren 2003, Finn et al. 2002, Flatten et al. 2001).   This in conjunction with the 
high rate of goshawk detections at nests in March 2007, suggests that the present ongoing 
work to develop an effective management strategy, to ensure the presence of a long-term, 
health and viable goshawk population across the island has the potential to be successful.
 The presence of birds successfully breeding at Bonanza and Datlaman for the first 
time in 5 and 10 years respectfully was particularly encouraging if we assume that 
breeding successful breeding attempts have been missed in the past (Boyce et al. 2005).  
However if breeding has not taken place, it suggest that the landscape only supports 
breeding in some years (Doyle 2006a), and this is supported in part by our observation 
that the home range areas of goshawks on the islands (as inferred by the large spacing 
between nest areas Doyle 2003), which indicates a low abundance of available prey 
(Bloxton 2002, Doyle and Smith 2001).    If the latter is true, then it is still encouraging to 
see that at least some birds are surviving between years when breeding is not taking 
place, and that these birds may start to breed more regularly if we can attain a balance 
between harvesting, impacts of introduced species, and the goshawks foraging and 
nesting requirements. 
 The potential role that total coverage of mature-old growth may be play in 
providing foraging habitat was again supported this year, with no birds breeding 
successfully in those areas (Ain, Demon, Black Bear, Ian SW, Ian NE)  with the lowest 
coverage medium-high quality foraging habitat.  In contrast, all but one (4 of 5) of the 
territories with a high percentage of this habitat type did breed successfully.           

Is the population continuing to decline?   As was discussed last year (Doyle 
2006a), we cannot rule out a La Niña effect, or some other climate influence, that is 
impacting prey populations such that prey is limiting successful breeding in some years 
(Bloxton 2002).   However, it is still probable that harvesting, in combination with 
introduced species (Doyle 2004b), is limiting the ability of all territories to support 
breeding when prey is more plentiful.    

If this is the case, then our main question from a population extinction perspective 
is establishing, over the long-term, if enough territories are being successful, frequently 
enough, such that in the population is being maintained.  However the relatively small 
sample size, and our lack of knowledge around juvenile and adult survival, will always 
hamper our ability to answer this question on Haida Gwaii.   In this situation the 
development of management strategy, that focuses particularly on providing sufficient 
foraging habitat, at a spatial scale that ensures successful breeding in as many territories 
as possible, is the clearest precautionary approach, to ensuring the long-term viability of a 
Haida Gwaii goshawk population.         
 

Distribution of the Report to the LUP and Goshawk Recovery Team 
 
 The results of this monitoring work supported by Western FP Ltd, MoE and Parks 
Canada, has been circulated to the CHN, the LUP Table, the Goshawk Recovery Team 
and to the Licensees.   Of particular value to these working groups is the knowledge that 
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goshawks are still present in many territories, even though annual breeding success is 
relatively low.   This information provides for the possibility that if suitable conditions 
(nesting and foraging) can be provided then it may be possible to ensure that the islands 
support a healthy goshawks population.        
 
 
Picture 1.  Goshawk Nest in the Crease Creek Watershed. (Red circle around nest). 
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