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Natural History

• Broad habitat use
• Live 15-20 years

• Northern Osprey that overwinter in the Southern 
hemisphere can fly 125,000 miles over the course of their 
life!

• Can be found on 6 continents, but are the only species in its 
family.

• Females are ~20% larger than males
• Build nests atop tall trees, cliffs, and man-made structures

• High nest-site fidelity



Osprey in the news
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The Past

• Prior to the 1940s, 1000 nesting pairs in Southern New England

• Between 1940-1970, this population declined to 109 pairs.

• In Rhode Island, there were only 13 pairs left.
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The Past; why did this happen?

• This decline was caused by exposure to the common pesticide DDT.

• Runoff into our waterways caused fish to ingest DDT residues. 

• Fish are the primary food source of Osprey.

• Accumulations of DDT in birds causes egg shell thinning, which resulted in fewer 
successful eggs, and death by poisoning.
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• The Osprey population is growing across the country.

• As of 2014, there are over 1200 nesting pairs in Southern New England.

• Currently in Rhode Island, there are over 350 Osprey nests.

• How do we know this?
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Observing a growing population.

• In 1978, the Rhode Island Department of Environmental Management (RIDEM) 
began a Nest Monitoring Program.

• In 2010, The Audubon Society of Rhode Island (ASRI) assumed management of this 
program.

• Volunteers collect data on nest activity and productivity.

• Volunteers also submit locations of new nests that they come across during their site 
visits.
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East Bay

- Bristol and Newport Counties

-East Providence

West Bay

-Providence, Kent, and Washington 
Counties
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What factors affect Osprey population growth in Rhode 
Island?

Density-dependent factors

• Osprey are quasi-colonial, nesting in 
aggregations depending on habitat 
availability.

• Territoriality / competition

Density-independent factors

• Prey availability

• Sea level rise
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What next?

• Continuing to monitor our local population.

• Understanding the relationship between nest density and artificial nesting 
structures.

• Forecasting how sea level rise may impact nesting.

• Dive deeper into the changes in Osprey “hotspots” in RI over time.
• Changes in prey species abundance and / or bathymetry.

• Collaborate with other local organizations studying Osprey in New England.



Thank you! Questions?


