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Introduction

When seen flying, most birds of prey are 
far away, and at an angle or in light condi-
tions that don’t show key plumage pat-
terns. Learning how to identify any group 
of birds takes time, but for those with 
patience and persistence, it is hugely 
rewarding and in time observers can 
expect to be able to identify the majority of 
birds of prey they encounter. From the 
ferocious little Collared Sparrowhawks 
flying through urban back yards to the 
massive Wedge-tailed Eagles soaring over 
the outback, Australia’s birds of prey are 
nothing short of magnificent. We hope 
this book provides the information and 
inspiration for more people to open the 
door into the mesmerising world of Aus-
tralia’s birds of prey.

Many birdwatchers use cameras to take 
images of the birds they see to identify 
them. However, despite this book being 
full of still images, we would generally cau-
tion against relying on cameras and still 
images for the identification of raptors in 
flight, at least initially. Through experi-
ence, we have found that the key to identi-
fying raptors in flight (and at a distance) is 
not so much how well you see the bird, but 
how well you observe and record the key 
features and behaviours that you see. 
Watching birds as they pass with binocu-
lars, or even with the naked eye, enables 
you to get a far better impression of the 
relative size, shape and behaviour of the 
bird that you are looking at: what bird-
watchers refer to as the GISS of the bird 

(General Impression of Size and Shape), 
often also referred to as ‘jizz’. Still images, 
especially when the bird was photographed 
from just one angle, can be misleading and 
the observer will often miss features that 
would have been seen if they had paid 
more attention to the bird itself rather than 
on securing an image (or even a set of 
images). Similarly, people are often 
tempted to use telescopes to see passing 
raptors at a greater magnification, but we 
would argue that being able to see the bird 
in greater detail is not the main factor 
effecting the ability to identify it (also tele-
scopes are very cumbersome to use in the 
hand and in many situations are impracti-
cal for getting good observations of birds 
of prey in Australia). It may sound like an 
obvious thing to say, but learning how to 
observe carefully is the first step in cor-
rectly identifying birds of prey.

Learning to observe key features takes 
practice, especially when observations are 
all too often fleeting. It is the intent of this 
book not only to reduce the time it takes 
the beginner to learn the features to look 
for, but also to provide a reference text for 
the more experienced raptor watcher. 
Equipment wise, we recommend using 
binoculars with a magnification of 
between 8× and 10× with an objective lens
size of around 40 mm. This provides a 
good compromise between improving the 
level of detail the observer can see and 
their ability to quickly locate and follow a 
passing bird.
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Light, background, angle, distance, age, 
moult and the length of time a bird is 
observed can all have a significant effect 
on what the observer sees and hence their 
ability to correctly identify what they are 
looking at. The images in this book have 
been chosen to depict each species from a 
range of angles, distances and light condi-
tions. Some species have very distinctive 
features that are easy to observe in most 
situations. Other species have many fea-
tures in common and look very similar 
and can be distinguished readily only with 
a practised eye. The text also includes 
commonly observed behavioural traits 
that will help in identification (experi-
enced observers often identify a bird by 
how it behaves during flight). This book 
attempts to outline the main distinguish-
ing features of each species (observers with 
a keen eye will inevitably see other key 
features not described here). As such, read-
ers are encouraged to add to the text pro-
vided here. This is intended to be a book 
that is used in the field, not left on the 
coffee table, so don’t be shy of scribbling 
your own notes on it to help you learn!

Birds of prey have at least two plumage 
phases: a juvenile phase and an adult phase. 
Some also have a distinct immature plum-
age phase and, in long-lived species such as 
eagles, the plumage progressively changes 
with each moult. Where plumages differ 
significantly between juveniles, immatures 
and adults, these are depicted in the species 
profile plates (denoted by ‘juv’, ‘imm’).

Some species also have a variety of 
colour morphs. Where these are signifi-
cantly different we have also included select 
images to illustrate this. However, because 
in most cases species are most readily iden-

tified from their relative size, shape, behav-
iour and to a lesser extent patterning (and 
not colour), we have not included an exten-
sive set of images of all colour morphs.

The moult pattern (i.e. where birds are 
in the process of replacing feathers) can 
make identification even more challenging 
at certain times of the year. Because of the 
large number of variations in shape that 
moult can create, we have not attempted to 
include images of birds in moult. However, 
observers should always keep in mind that 
a bird’s shape can change significantly 
when it is moulting, so be extra vigilant 
when observing a bird that is missing 
feathers in its wings or tail.

This book is designed to complement 
Birds of Prey of Australia: A Field Guide 
(Debus 2012, CSIRO Publishing). As such, 
it is does not provide detailed information 
on species biology or detailed plumage or 
general identification points for perched 
birds, but only information on how to 
identify Australia’s birds of prey when they 
are in flight and when they are most diffi-
cult to identify: at a distance. This book 
covers only species that regularly occur on 
continental Australia and hence does not 
include the vagrants that are sometimes 
observed on Australian external territo-
ries. Details on these species can be found 
in, for example, The Australian Bird Guide 
(Menkhorst et al. 2017, CSIRO Publish-
ing). For a more detailed information on 
Australia’s eagles and endemic hawks, we 
suggest referring to Australasian Eagles 
and Eagle-like Birds (Debus 2017, CSIRO 
Publishing).

How to use this book
This book has three main components:
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Quick reference plate (follows title page): 
shows all of the birds of prey covered in 
this book, with the page number of the 
species profile section for each species.

Species profiles: these make up the bulk of 
this book, with a 4-page entry for each bird 
of prey. Each account starts with colour 
images overlaid on one of the habitat types 
in which they can be expected to occur. 
This introductory plate provides a broad 
overview and illustrates each species at 
differing distances and the effect that dif-
ferent backgrounds and lighting can have 
on plumage features. Each species is then 
depicted in colour against a blank back-
ground from six standardised angles in 
order to illustrate the shape, proportions, 
plumage pattern and colour of the key fea-
tures, allowing identification in most cir-
cumstances. These images are supplemented 
with text highlighting the specific features 
to look for and behavioural traits that are 
commonly used in identifying each species 
when in flight. Distribution maps have 
dark shaded areas to show the broad geo-
graphic range of each species, which can 
help reduce options to the most regularly 
recorded species in a particular region. 

Some maps also include areas with a 
lighter shade to indicate where sightings 
are still possible, but less likely. The reader 
should familiarise themselves with these 
plates and the associated text and maps 
before heading out into the field.

Species comparisons: This section shows 
multiple (possible confusion) species 
alongside each other, to enable easy cross-
referencing of their key features. Because 
colour is often hard to distinguish when 
birds are seen at a distance, these images 
are reproduced in black and white to focus 
the reader on the finer points of identifica-
tion: the relative proportions and shape of 
each species in comparison with others. 
Key features that distinguish the species 
from each other are annotated.

Topography
Birds have a range of types and groups of 
feathers growing from different parts of 
their body. These vary in size, pattern and 
colour and are useful features to help dis-
tinguish between similar birds. Many of 
these feather groups (and other external 
features) are labelled on the plate that fol-
lows on the next page.
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