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Common Ravens and Peregrine Falcons in Bucks  
County: Old Rivals in a New Location
Karen Rankin-Baransky

Common Ravens (Corvus corax) and Peregrine 
Falcons (Falco peregrinus) are both large, charismatic 
birds; each species is near or at the top of their respec-
tive families (Corvidae and Falconidae) in both size 
and personality. One never forgets the otherworldly 
sounds of a raven croaking as he flies swiftly by, 
beating the largest of passerine wings, nor the thrill 
of seeing an agile peregrine cutting through the air 
diagonally, folding in his pointed wings — the fastest 
of all — in pursuit of prey. These species are also well 
known for their dramatic interactions with each other, 
since they share habitat preferences and compete for 
nest sites in areas where they both occur.  Accounts of 
these skirmishes have appeared in the scientific litera-
ture for over half a century (Radis 2014, Ratcliffe 1962 
and 1993, Trently 1998). While the majority of these 
interactions do not result in any physical injuries, 
their battles can be quite aggressive, and occasionally 
result in the displacement or death of one or the other 
(Brambilla et al. 2004, Ratcliffe 1993). Despite their 
animosity, ravens and peregrines often nest in close 
proximity to each other, establishing breeding territo-
ries that overlap (Sergio et al. 2004, White and Cade 
1971). Since they occupy and maintain the same nest-
ing territories over time, conflicts between resident 
pairs of ravens and peregrines may persist from year 
to year, especially during the breeding season. 

In 2015, an observation of an intense battle between 
a pair of peregrines and a pair of ravens led to the dis-
covery of a Peregrine Falcon nest along the Delaware 
River in Bucks County, Pennsylvania. This was a his-
torical cliff-nest site (Bucks County #1; BC#1) that 
had been vacant for many decades (Rice 1969). Pre-
viously, peregrines had never competed for nest sites 
with ravens at BC#1, which, at the time, represented 
just the seventh confirmed natural cliff-nesting site for 
peregrines recovering in Pennsylvania (McMorris et 
al. 2016). Witnessing their signature aggression at the 
onset of the breeding season raised a few questions. 
Would the ravens’ presence interfere with the per-
egrines’ ability to successfully reoccupy this nesting 

territory? Would the ravens displace the peregrines, 
or would the peregrines drive the ravens away? Would 
there be intense competition for nest sites? Would they 
predate each other’s young? Or would they become 
accustomed to one another and declare a truce? This 
paper describes the history of both species at BC#1, 
and summarizes three years (2015–2017) of data on 
nest-site selection and interspecific behavior to illus-
trate the evolving relationship between a pair of Per-
egrine Falcons returning to a historical cliff-nesting 
site, where a pair of Common Ravens had recently 
established a new residence. 

Historically, ravens were uncommon in Pennsylva-
nia; in the late 1800s to early 1900s, their population 
was limited to undeveloped mountainous regions of 
Sullivan, Elk, Centre, Cameron, Lycoming, Clinton, 
and Clearfield Counties (Warren 1890). Despite their 
remote habitats and an extreme wariness of humans, 
their small numbers declined over time due to egg 
collecting (a popular Victorian pastime), habitat loss 
from expanding human development, and indiscrimi-
nate killing as they were considered “vermin” (Harlow 
1922). In just the past few decades, however, ravens 
have become increasingly tolerant of human activity 
and development, expanding their range across the 
Commonwealth, and nesting in non-remote areas 
where they had not previously occurred (McWilliams 
and Brauning 2000, Radis 2014).  

On May 7, 2012, two adult ravens were seen at 
BC#1 (E. Boenzli, pers. comm.). By the end of the 
month, a family group of two adults with at least four 
fledged young (begging for food) was observed on 
the cliffs, although it is possible they may have nested 
elsewhere (A. Mirabella, pers. comm.). Nesting may 
have occurred in 2013, however, no data was reported. 
In 2014, a raven pair built a large stick nest on a plat-
form attached to an industrial building in New Jersey, 
directly across the river from the cliffs, and success-
fully fledged at least two young (E. Boenzli, pers. 
comm.). In June 2014, the list of raven predators at 
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BC#1 (Great Horned Owls, Bald Eagles, Red-tailed 
Hawks, American Crows, and Fish Crows) increased 
by one, when a lone first-year male Peregrine Falcon 
appeared. According to one of the first reported sight-
ings, the peregrine was seen perched on a railing next 
to the ravens’ nest, “driving the adults crazy” (A. Mira-
bella, pers. comm.).

Unlike ravens, peregrines have a long history at 
BC#1; we know that resident pairs occupied these 
shale cliffs from at least 1887 to 1950 (Rice 1969, War-
ren 1890), although their presence there surely runs 
back much deeper in time. What we do know about 
peregrines at BC#1 is mostly revealed through the 
written record of human impacts on these birds at this 
location. Like ravens, peregrines were indiscriminately 
shot as “vermin,” and peregrine eggs were perhaps the 
most highly coveted by Victorian oologists. It was not 
uncommon for collectors to wipe out an entire year’s 
reproductive effort, taking not only the first clutch of 
peregrine eggs from an eyrie, but then returning to the 
same eyrie and removing the second clutch as well, 

year after year (Warren 1890). Some egg 
collectors amassed large collections of 
peregrine eggs, a portion of which have 
been donated to museums (Kiff 1979). 
The Western Foundation of Vertebrate 
Zoology in California currently holds 
nine different sets of eggs from this BC#1 
location, collected from 1892 to 1943, 
and seven of those sets were donated by 
one collector from Delaware County, 
Pennsylvania (collections.wfvz.org). Eggs 
that were in museums, collected before 
the DDT era, would be used to establish 
the connection between DDT and the 
extinction of Falco peregrinus anatum in 
the eastern United States (Hickey 1969, 
Ratcliffe 1993, McMorris 2022).  

Egg collecting fell out of favor in the 
early 1900s, but around the same time 
the sport of falconry became popular 
in the United States. In the earliest days, 
falconers would obtain birds by remov-
ing nestlings from peregrine eyries 
before fledging, and BC#1 was a cov-
eted collecting spot (Rice 1969, Frock 
1976). We know that at least ten eyasses 

were taken for falconry between 1937 and 1943 (Rice 
1969 and unpublished data, collections.wfvz.org). 
However, falconers were notoriously secretive about 
the locations they frequented to acquire birds for the 
sport (K. Carnie, pers. comm.), and it is quite pos-
sible that young falcons were collected before 1937 
(Frock 1976). Nonetheless, the data collected by the 
late falconer Jim Rice who kept records of both egg 
and nestling collecting at all the known eyries across 
Pennsylvania (Rice 1969), played an enormous role in 
describing the decline of falcon productivity in Penn-
sylvania, when scientists were studying their popula-
tion crash (Hickey 1969). Rice’s data indicate that the 
last year adult peregrines were seen at BC#1 was 1950, 
but the last successful nesting occurred in 1945 when 
one falcon fledged. 

The young male peregrine seen at BC#1 in 2014 took 
a liking to the classic peregrine cliff habitat and contin-
ued to be sighted, alone, by birdwatchers throughout 
the year until a female joined him in late winter 2015. 
As was the case with the single male Peregrine Falcon, 

The adult male peregrine at BC#1 was originally banded as a nestling 
(band number 67/AP, black over green) by Art McMorris on June 13, 
2013, at a power plant in Northampton County, Pennsylvania. © Ed  
Norman 2015.
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the initial sighting of the pair occurred in proximity 
to the raven pair, during a more hostile interaction I 
observed on February 27. Their argument traversed 
state lines, as the two very vocal pairs of birds chased 
each other back and forth across the river. Amidst the 
chasing, the peregrines would occasionally dive-bomb 
the ravens from above, and the ravens would barrel 
roll sideways to get out of the way. Near the end, one 
of the ravens engaged in a back-and-forth tussle with 
both peregrines on a 200-foot high ledge near the top 
of the cliff face, and a cacophony of “kak-kak-kak-
kak-kaks!!” and “Croak-croak-BRONKS!!” filled the 
air throughout. The dispute finally ended thirty-one 
minutes later, with the raven pair on the New Jersey 
side of the river, and the peregrines soaring above the 
cliffs on the Pennsylvania side. Not knowing much 
about either species at the time, but thinking I had 
seen something rare, I reported the sighting to eBird.org 
(Cornell Lab of Ornithology). Shortly afterward, Art 
McMorris (then the Peregrine Falcon Coordinator 
for the Pennsylvania Game Commission) contacted 
me about the observation, and we met at BC#1 in 
early March, where both pairs of birds were still pres-
ent. Upon learning the significance of the peregrines 
returning to BC#1, I agreed to follow their progress — 
monitoring their breeding behavior so that Art could 
band any offspring, while keeping an eye on any other 
interactions between the peregrines and the ravens. 
Observations would be made from a fixed position 

below the cliffs at BC#1 to prevent disturbance. My 
data collection stretched into three successive seasons, 
as we witnessed the peregrines’ triumphant return to 
this historical peregrine cliff habitat (total observation 
time = 166.7 hours in 2015, 161.2 hours in 2016, and 
173.3 hours in 2017: Figs. 1a –1c).  

In 2015, the ravens nested in the same location as 
in 2014, on the industrial building on the New Jer-
sey side of the Delaware River. At least two raven 
chicks were noted in the nest, but there may have 
been more; the distance and lack of access made it 
difficult to ascertain. Raven fledging was not directly 
observed that year. Young were present on their nest 
site on June 6, but were gone the next day, and kept 
a very low profile after that. The next raven observa-
tions were on June 10 and 26, when the raven young 
were heard (but not seen) across the river, upstream 
from their nest site. An adult raven was heard in the 
distance on July 21. On October 5, two ravens flew 
over the nesting cliff and were chased across the river 
to New Jersey by the adult male peregrine. When the 
peregrine returned to the BC#1 side, four additional 
ravens were flying over the nesting cliff, and he chased 
them across the river as well. Considering the time of 
year, it is unknown if all of the ravens were related. It is 
also unknown if the same individual adult ravens per-
sisted through the three years of study. I did observe 
raven interlopers, but these birds were always driven 

off by the residents.  

The same year, the falcons chose 
to nest on a ledge on the BC#1 cliffs; 
their initial nesting attempt failed after 
only a week of incubation on April 
22, but the second nesting attempt on 
a different nest ledge was successful. 
Two nestlings — one male and one 
female — were banded on June 30 and 
both successfully fledged on July 23. 
The adult female peregrine was not 
banded, but photographer Ed Norman 
was able to capture the band num-
ber (67/AP, black over green) on the 
adult male peregrine, who had been 
banded by Art McMorris on June 13, 
2013, in a nest box on a power plant 
in Northampton County, Pennsylva-
nia. Photographs confirmed the 67/AP 

Art McMorris prepares to band one of the three Peregrine Falcon nestlings  
(held by Karen Rankin-Baransky) reared at BC#1 in 2016. © Ed Norman 
2016.
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band on the resident male for all three years of the 
study. Though the female peregrine was not banded, I 
believe she was the same individual throughout due to 
her physical features and behavior.

I observed seventeen aggressive interactions 
be tween peregrines and ravens during 2015 (Tbl. 1); 
with ten attacks occurring during the peregrines’ 
courtship, four during incubation (30 days), zero 
during the nestling period (45 days) and three while 
the fledglings were still close to home and learning 
from their parents (time varies; a few weeks or more) 
(Fig. 2). Although the instigator of the first interac-
tion is unknown, the peregrines were the first aggres-
sor in the subsequent sixteen interactions, and in all 
the interactions I observed over three years. Once 

attacked, the ravens readily returned the aggression, 
sometimes turning the tables and chasing after the 
falcons, and they certainly may have started a conflict 
with the falcons when I was not present. I did, how-
ever, observe ravens instigating attacks on other birds 
at BC#1, albeit few (Tbl. 2). 

In 2016, the ravens surprised everyone by build-
ing their stick nest (which they sometimes line with 
deer fur) approximately thirty feet directly below the 
peregrines’ successful 2015 nest ledge, where the per-
egrines nested once again. This was the first recorded 
nest for ravens directly on the cliffs at BC#1. Despite 
their extremely close proximity, with the peregrines 
incubating eggs from April 3 to May 7 right above 
them, the ravens successfully fledged five young on 

Table 1. Interspecific Interactions Instigated by Peregrine Falcons

SPECIES  2015 2016 2017

Common Raven (C. corax) 17 12 8

Vultures (C. aura and C. atratus) 18 15 13

Bald Eagle (H. leucocephalus) 12 1 7

Osprey (P. haliaetus) 2 4 2

Red-tailed Hawk (B. jamaicensis) 6 4 1

Broad-winged Hawk (B. platypterus) 0 1 2

Sharp-shinned Hawk (A. striatus) 1 0 0

American Crow (C. brachyrhynchos) 0 1 0

Blue Jay (C. cristatta) 0 1 1

Canada Goose (B. canadensis) 1 0 0

Total   57 39 34

Table 2. Interspecific Interactions Instigated by Common Ravens

SPECIES  2015 2016 2017

American Crow (C. brachyrhynchos) 2 0 0

Vultures (C. aura and C. atratus) 0 0 2

Bald Eagle (H. leucocephalus) 1 1 1

Osprey (P. haliaetus) 1 0 0

Red-tailed Hawk (B. jamaicensis) 0 1 4

Total   4 2 7
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May 12. Three peregrine nestlings were banded on 
June 1 (two males and one female), with one fledg-
ing on June 16 and two on June 17. Despite their 
close quarters in 2016, we saw a reduction in the per-
egrines’ aggressive attacks on the ravens, from seven-
teen in 2015 to twelve (Tbl. 1). Only two of the attacks 
occurred during the peregrines’ courtship period, 

while six occurred during incubation, three occurred 
during the nestling period (representing three differ-
ent attacks on one day), and one occurred after fledg-
ing (Fig. 2).

There were two interesting changes in the peregrines’ 
behavior while their rivals were nesting below them. 

FIGURE 1a. Number of interactions (n=17) between nesting pairs of Peregrine Falcons and Common Ravens observed in 2015.

FIGURE 1b. Number of interactions (n=12) between nesting pairs of Peregrine Falcons and Common Ravens observed in 2016.



No. 78 (2019–2020) 51

Karen Rankin-Baransky

One involved the “nest exchange,” which is when the 
male delivers food to the incubating female; she leaves 
the nest to eat, and the male takes her place incubat-
ing the eggs. In the previous year’s nest exchanges, the 
female would see the male flying toward the cliffs and 
fly off the nest to meet him; food was exchanged mid-
air, with the female then flying off to eat in another 

location, and the male might circle around a few times 
before taking the female’s place and continuing incu-
bation. In 2016, nest exchanges happened on the nest 
ledge itself; the male delivered food directly to the 
incubating female, she would grab it and fly off, and 
then the male would immediately settle onto the eggs. 
Additionally, the male peregrine changed his nest 

FIGURE 2. Number of interactions between nesting pairs of Peregrine Falcons and Common Ravens observed per stage of the  
peregrines’ nesting cycle in 2015–2017.

FIGURE 1c. Number of interactions (n=8) between nesting pairs of Peregrine Falcons and Common Ravens observed in 2017.
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guarding position, so that he was physically closer to 
their nest ledge, from his usual post in 2015.  

In 2017, the ravens nested on the BC#1 cliffs again, 
moving away from the peregrine nest ledge, which 
remained the same. They did not go far, nesting on the 
cliff that is just upstream and adjacent to the peregrine 
nesting cliff, but they nested on the far side of the cliff, 
tucked into a gully such that neither the peregrines nor 
the ravens could physically see each other from their 
respective nests. The ravens fledged five chicks starting 
May 11. Three peregrine nestlings (two males and one 
female) were banded on May 26, with one fledging on 
June 12 and the other two on June 13. We saw another 
decrease in aggressive interactions, with only eight 
attacks observed, four during courtship, one during 
incubation, and three after fledging (Fig. 2). 

Peregrines showed aggression toward a variety of 
species during the observation period (Tbl. 1), some 
of which nest in the area (Bald Eagles, Ospreys, Red-
tailed Hawks), but aside from vultures (n=46), which 
are grouped together and occur in greater numbers, 
ravens (n=37) were most often the targets. And while 
the attacks on other species all occurred during intru-

sion of the peregrine nesting territory, ravens were the 
only species that were occasionally targeted beyond 
the area of the nesting cliff. For instance, the three 
attacks on the ravens during the peregrines’ 2016 
nestling stage occurred when the ravens were forag-
ing with their fledglings at the industrial site across the 
river. Seemingly unprovoked, the adult male peregrine 
left his guard post and flew across the river to dive 
bomb one of the adult ravens repeatedly. After a few 
minutes, he returned to his post, but moments later, 
the adult female peregrine flew across the river and 
also repeatedly attacked an adult raven. She returned 
to the nesting cliff, but five minutes later, flew off to 
chase an adult raven that was crossing the river about 
a quarter mile upstream. Of course, the falcons also 
perch and hunt from many areas at the industrial site 
across the river, so they may consider it “their terri-
tory,” but in general, they never pursued other species 
across the river, unless they were attempting to land at 
the industrial site and another bird (usually a vulture) 
was sitting in one of their preferred spots.

So, why do peregrines and ravens nest near one 
another, in spite of their well-known hostility? They 
are both charismatic birds that exhibit strong nest site 

Common Ravens and Peregrine Falcons in Bucks County: Old Rivals in a New Location

A newly fledged Peregrine Falcon gets ready to take flight. © Ed Norman 2016.
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fidelity and vigorously defend their territories, which 
may reciprocally benefit each species. The ravens 
would likely benefit from the peregrines’ aggression 
toward other intruders (Ratcliffe 1993, White and 
Cade 1971). One study in Italy also suggests that pere-
grines are more productive when they nest near ravens 
(Sergio et al. 2004). Since ravens nest before pere-
grines, they could certainly avoid them, but the ravens’ 
presence may indicate good habitat for peregrines 
and provide an “early warning system” regarding 
predators mentioned earlier that also target peregrine 
young. However, a separate study in Northern Italy 
and Southern Switzerland found that the presence of 
ravens depressed the breeding success of peregrines, 
and wiped it out completely if there were also ice 
climbers present (Brambilla et al. 2004). The cliffs at 
BC#1 also have ice climbers in the winter months, but 
there are restrictions near the peregrine nesting area, 
which began in late 2015 (and have started on Febru-
ary 1 of each year since then). In Pennsylvania, there 
were eight cliff nests in 2015 and 2016, and nine in 
2017, representing a total of twenty-five possible nest-
ing opportunities, of which fifteen succeeded. While 
ravens were observed and noted incidentally at each 
of these cliff habitats, data regarding their interactions 
with and proximity to falcons at these sites are incom-
plete, so it is unknown whether the ravens played any 
role in the ten cliff nest failures (F.A. McMorris, pers. 
comm.).

On the cliffs in BC#1, it seems as if the ravens sought 
proximity to the peregrines. After nesting across the 
river in 2014 and 2015 (which was their first experi-
ence competing with peregrines at this location), they 
chose to nest right under their beaks (within 30 feet) in 
2016. There are other reports in the literature of ravens 
and peregrines successfully nesting within 16-50 feet 
of one another (Ratcliffe 1993, White and Cade 1971). 
Certainly, there are a variety of factors influencing the 
location that the ravens choose to build a nest each 
year, but it was nonetheless surprising to see them so 
close.  In 2017, the ravens moved a little farther away, 
nesting on the adjacent cliff. 

The peregrines raised their young from the same 
nest ledge throughout, and there was a decrease in the 
aggressive interactions between the two species from 
year to year. The first-time nesting peregrines may 
have been overly aggressive as they were introduc-

ing themselves to their competitors, and perhaps they 
engaged in fewer altercations once they gained experi-
ence. The timing of the falcons’ nesting cycle and the 
location of the ravens’ nest may have also contributed 
to the equation. In 2016, the highest number of inter-
actions occurred while the falcons were incubating 
eggs and the ravens were directly below them — easy 
targets during the falcon nest exchange, particularly as 
the male was exiting the nest ledge when the female 
returned. The lowest number of interactions occurred 
in 2017 when the nests were close, but the birds could 
not physically see one another. This type of nesting 
scenario has been noted to increase the falcons’ and 
ravens’ tolerance for one another in other locations 
(Ratcliffe 1993).

This study site mirrors the history and ecologi-
cal trajectory of both species in Pennsylvania. While 
their paths have been very different, both populations 
are now thriving across the Commonwealth, afford-
ing the ravens a chance to settle at BC#1 while giv-
ing the peregrines a chance to return after such a long 
absence. The cliffs are excellent habitat for both spe-
cies, and despite their mutual animosity, they have 
both managed to prosper and fledge young here. It has 
been an extraordinary experience to see the relation-
ship between these two competitors evolving over the 
years, back and forth across the river, as they defend 
their new nesting territories, and to hear the young 
falcon and young raven voices, brightly echoing off 
the shale cliff walls.
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