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Marsh Harrier. 
Juvenile. 

NORTHERN HARRIER  
(Circus cyaneus) 

IDENTIFICATION 
 

43-51 cm. Adult male with grey head and upper-
parts; underparts grey on breast and white on vent; 
black wing-tips; grey tail; white rump. Adult female 
with dark brown upperparts; underparts light brown 
with dark streaked; white rump; dark barred tail and 
wings. Juvenile similar to females, but with under-
parts tinged rusty-yellow. Length of 10th primary bet-
ween 5th and 6th; the beginning of emargination of 
9th primary hidden by primary coverts. 

SIMILAR SPECIES 
 

Adult male similar to male of Montagu’s Harrier, 
with smaller white rump, with a dark wing bar and 
streakes flanks and vent. Females of Montagu’s 
Harrier have smaller white rump and have a band 
just below the wing coverts; 10th primary with similar 
length than 6th; the beginning of emargination of 9th 
primary is not hiden by primary coverts. Female and 
juveniles of Marsh Harrier have a pale patch on 
head and throat. 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Male (08-III). 

M o n t a g u ’ s 
Harrier. Male. 

M o n t a g u ’ s 
Harrier. Female. 
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Hen Harrier. Adult. Female. Wing formula: emargina-

tion of 9th primary hidden by primary coverts; length 
of 10th primary between 5th and 6th. 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Male. Pattern of wing. 
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AGEING/SEXING 
 

3 age groups can be recognized: 
Juvenile with one age of very fresh feathers; head 
well contrasted with dark cheeks and crown; upper-
parts with dark brown feathers edged rufous; ochre 
underparts with dark streaks; tip of greater and pri-
mary coverts forming a clear thin line; outermost tail 
feather with well-defined subterminal dark band; ju-
veniles cannot be sexed by plumage pattern but iris 
colour and size are useful characteristics: male with 
pale yellow, grey or grey-brown iris; wing shorter 
than 340 mm; female with dark brown iris; wing lon-
ger than 355 mm. 
2nd year autumn/3rd year spring male with juveni-
le feathers often retained on crown, neck or breast 
and sometimes some greater coverts; mantle and 
scapulars tinged dark brownish-grey; usually central 
tail feathers with ill-defined dark bands; outermost tail 
feather with well-defined dark line on the outer web. 
2nd year autumn/3rd year spring female similar to 
adult female when moult has been completed; iris  
brown or golden brown; outermost tail feather with 
well-defined subterminal dark band. 
Adult male with bluish-grey, white and black pluma-
ge; yellow iris; without brown feathers on head and 
wings; blue-grey upperparts without brownish tinge; 
white underwing coverts; if some flight feathers re-
main unmoulted then with adult pattern; usually cen-
tral tail feathers without dark bands; outermost tail 
feather with ill-defined dark line on the outer web. 
Adult female with yellow iris (CAUTION: the bright 
yellow iris is acquired at 5-7 years old); head weakly 
contrasted with an extended periocular white area; 
dark brown upperparts; underparts whitish with 
brown streaks; from below, flight feathers whitish 
banded black; underwing coverts mottled buff; grea-
ter coverts without pale tips; outermost tail feather 
with ill-defined subterminal dark band. 

Hen Harrier. 
J u v e n i l e . 
Sexing. Co-
lour of iris: 
top male; 
bottom fe-
male. 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Sexing. Pattern of breast and 
head: left male; right female. 

Hen Ha-
r r i e r . 
A g e i n g . 
Pattern of 
u n d e r 
wing co-
verts: top 
adult fe-
m a l e ; 
b o t t o m   
juvenile. 
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PHENOLOGY 

MOULT 
 

Complete postbreeding moult, starting in April and 
finished in November; some birds may have unmoul-
ted secondaries. Partial postjuvenile moult reduced 
to some body feathers changed during the winter; the 
first complete moult takes place in the 2nd year at 
the same period as adults; occasionally some birds 
may have unmoulted body and flight feathers. 

Hen Ha-
r r i e r . 
A g e i n g . 
Pattern of 
g r e a t e r 
c o v e r t s : 
top adult 
f e m a l e ; 
b o t t o m   
juvenile. 

Hen Harrier. Female. Ageing. Pattern of the outer-
most tail feather: left adult; middle 2nd year; right 
juvenile. 

Hen Harrier. Male. Ageing. Pattern of nape: left adult; 
right 2nd year. 

Hen Harrier. 
M a l e . 
Ageing. Pat-
tern of head: 
top adult; 
bottom 2nd 
year. 

I II III IV V VI VII VIII IX X XI XII 

            

Hen Harrier. Male. Ageing. Pattern of rump: left adult; 
right 2nd year. 

Summer  visitor Resident 
Wintering               On passage 
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Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Male (25-XII). 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Female (25-XII). 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Female (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. Juvenile. Male (14-II). 

Hen Harrier. Juvenile. Female (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. 
Adult. Head 
pattern: top 
male (08-III); 
bottom female 
(30-I). 
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Hen Harrier. Juvenile. Crown pattern: left male (14-
II); right female (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Crown pattern: left 
male (25-XII); right female (25-XII). 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Crown pattern: left male (08-III); 
right female (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Nape pattern: left male (08-III); 
right female (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. 
Juvenile. Head 
pattern: top 
male (14-II); 
bottom female 
(30-I). 

Hen Harrier. 
2nd year au-
tumn. Head 
pattern: top   
male with all 
feathers moul-
ted (25-XII); 
middle male 
with some 
retained juve-
nile feathers 
(25-XII); bot-
tom female 
(25-XII). 
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Hen Harrier. Juvenile. Nape pattern: left male (14-II); 
right female (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Nape pattern: left 
male (25-XII); right female (25-XII). 

Hen Harrier. Juvenile. Breast pattern: left male (14-
II); right female (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Breast pattern: left male (08-III); 
right female (30-I). 

Hen Ha-
rrier. 2nd 
year au-
t u m n . 
F l a n k 
pat te rn : 
top male 
(25-XII); 
b o t t o m 
f e m a l e 

Hen Ha-
r r i e r . 
A d u l t . 
F l a n k 
pat te rn : 
top male 
(08 - I I I ) ; 
b o t t o m 
f e m a l e 
(30-I). 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year 
autumn. Breast pattern: 
top left male with all 
feathers moulted (25-
XII); top right male with 
some retained juvenile 
feathers (25-XII); left 
female (25-XII). 
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Hen Ha-
r r i e r . 
Juvenile. 
F l a n k 
pat te rn : 
top male 
( 1 4 - I I ) ; 
b o t t o m 
f e m a l e 
(30-I). 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Upperpart pattern: left 
male (25-XII); right female (25-XII). 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Upperpart pattern: left male (08-
III); right female (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Rump pattern: left male (08-III); 
right female (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. Juvenile. Upperpart pattern: left male 
(14-II); right female (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year 
autumn. Rump pattern: 
top left male with all 
feathers moulted (25-
XII); top right male with 
some retained juvenile 
feathers (25-XII); left 
female (25-XII). 
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Hen Harrier. Juvenile. Female: tail pattern (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. Juvenile. Male: tail pattern (14-II). 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Female: tail pattern 
(25-XII). 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Male: tail pattern (25-
XII). 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Female: tail pattern (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Male: tail pattern (08-III). 

Hen Harrier. Juvenile. 
Rump pattern: top left 
male with moulted 
feathers (14-II); top 
right male with un-
moulted feathers (14-
II); left female (30-I). 
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Hen Harrier. 
J u v e n i l e . 
Pattern of 
primary co-
verts: top 
male (14-II); 
bottom fe-
male (30-I). 

Hen Ha-
rrier. 2nd 
year au-
tumn. Pat-
tern of pri-
mary co-
verts: top 
male (25-
XII); bottom 
female (1 
adult feat-
her; 2 juve-
nile feather)
(25-XII). 

Hen Ha-
rrier. Adult. 
Pattern of 
p r i m a r y 
coverts: top 
male (08-
III); bottom 
female (30-
I). 

Hen Harrier. 
J u v e n i l e . 
Pattern of 
underwing 
coverts: top 
male (14-II); 
bottom fe-
male (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. 
2nd year 
a u t u m n . 
Pattern of 
underwing 
coverts: top 
male (25-
XII); bottom 
female  (25-
XII). 

Hen Ha-
rrier. Adult. 
Pattern of 
underwing 
c o v e r t s : 
top male 
( 0 8 - I I I ) ; 
b o t t o m 
female (30
-I). 
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Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Female: pattern of 
primaries (1 adult feathers; 2 juvenile feathers) (25-
XII). 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Male: pattern of pri-
maries (25-XII). 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Female: pattern of primaries (30-
I). 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Male: pattern of primaries (08-III). 
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Hen Harrier. Juvenile. Female: pattern of primaries 
(30-I). 

Hen Harrier. Juvenile. Male: pattern of primaries (14-
II). 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Female: pattern of secondaries

Hen Harrier. Adult. Male: pattern of secondaries(08-
III). 
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Hen Harrier. Juvenile. Male: pattern of secondaries 
(14-II). 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Male: pattern of se-
condaries and wing coverts with all feathers moulted 
(25-XII). 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Female: pattern of 
secondaries (1 adult feathers; 2 juvenile feathers) (25

1 
1 1 1 2 2 2 

2 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Male: pattern of se-
condaries and wing coverts with juvenile feathers 
retained (25-XII). 
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Hen Harrier. Juvenile. Female: pattern of seconda-
ries (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Female: pattern of wing (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. Adult. Male: pattern of wing (08-III). 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Male: pattern of wing 
with all feathers moulted (25-XII). 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Male: pattern of wing 
with juvenile feathers retained (25-XII). 
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Hen Harrier. Juvenile. Female: pattern of wing (30-I). 

Hen Harrier. Juvenile. Male: pattern of wing (14-II). 

Hen Harrier. 2nd year autumn. Female: pattern of 
wing (1 juvenile feathers; 2 adult feathers) (25-XII). 
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