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“She’s a hitter,” my climbing partner warned as we 
ascended the big cliff to band her nestlings. ‘She’ 
was a very defensive and agitated adult peregrine 
falcon and we were in Greenland studying their nesting 
ecology. He was right. With lightning speed she would 
swoop to within feet of us, occasionally striking our 
heads and backs.

Climbing high above ground 
where territorial birds defend 
their nest and young against 

intrusion is unsettling at 
best and dangerous at worst. 

Large birds such as ospreys, eagles, and hawks are 
increasingly using communications towers for nest sites 
so climbing crews should become familiar with bird 
behavior to ensure personal safety. Moreover, birds and 
nests are protected by law and preserving their welfare 
is synonymous with industry best practices.

Birds build nests in places that afford protection from 
predators and the elements. Large birds often satisfy 
these requirements by nesting in a tall tree or high on a 
cliff. These natural features are absent in many envi-
ronments – in deserts, across prairies, and along coasts 
– and artificial structures provide a suitable substitute 
for nesting. Today, birds commonly nest on buildings, 
bridges, and utility poles. Birds are also adopting com-
munications towers as more are constructed throughout 
the country.

The populations of some birds that nest on communi-
cations towers are growing, which increases the op-
portunity for conflict with industry. For example, osprey 
populations were probably at their lowest levels in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s but began a steady rebound CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE

after DDT was banned in 
1972 (Fig. 1). There may be 
more ospreys now than ever 
before, and their population 
trajectory shows scant signs 
of slowing. Ospreys are 
relatively tolerant of human 
activity and readily nest 
on utility poles, marine 
navigational buoys, and 
communications towers. If 
one bird epitomizes the potential for conflict 
between tower climbing crews and birds it is the osprey.

Although birds from sparrows to eagles nest on towers, 
the threats they pose to climbing crews vary by body 
size and demeanor – yes, different species express a 
range of aggression. Smaller birds will defend a nest, 
sometimes vigorously, but their attacks are usually a nui-
sance rather than a genuine safety concern. The strike 
of a large bird, however, carries enough force to render 
a climber injured and disoriented or even unconscious.

Which birds are most dangerous? In general, the bird 
most hazardous to tower climbing crews across North 
America is the great horned owl. Adult owls are heav-
ily built, having an average weight over three pounds 
and a wingspan of four feet. They are known to attack 
the heads of people approaching nests and stories of 
them locking their powerful talons onto the backs of 
climbers are renowned. A biologist friend who studied 
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Figure 1. Population trend of ospreys in the US.
(Breeding Bird Survey data adapted from USGS Patuxent
Wildlife Research Center)
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these owls wore a motorcycle helmet with face shield 
and a thick leather coat whenever he climbed to nests. 
I recommend against climbing any tower occupied by 
nesting great horned owls unless emergency repair of 
equipment is necessary.

Red-tailed hawks also nest on towers and can be very 
aggressive, although their behavior is variable across 
individuals – some adults are aggressive, others are 
passive. Redtails have also struck climbers on the head 
and are heavy enough – 2.5 pounds – to inflict blows 
resulting in serious injury. Climbing to tower nests of this 
species should also be avoided during the breeding 
season.

The raptor most likely encountered nesting on com-
munications towers is the osprey. Although ospreys 
will vocalize and occasionally swoop close to climbers 
during nest defense, I have never been struck while 
accessing over 200 nests on power poles the past seven 
years. Bald eagles, the largest raptor known to nest on 
towers, are typically shy, and will most often fly around 
the nest at considerable, non-threatening distances 
when disturbed. This is fortunate because eagles can 
weigh over ten pounds and possess palm-sized feet 
with talons measuring in the inches. However, for both 
eagles and ospreys, sensible precautions should always 
be practiced because personalities do differ across 
individuals.

Respecting the threat birds pose is justified and pru-
dent, yet there are ways to climb safely in the seemingly 
hostile environment. First, follow all standard safety pro-
tocols while ascending the tower. Second, climbers can 
work together to spot birds that appear agitated and 
are likely to swoop closely with high aggression. Birds 
will tend to attack from behind so having one climber 
move while the other keeps a watchful eye toward the 
rear is standard procedure for biologists who study 
large aggressive birds. Finally, climbing slowly rather 
than quickly gives the adults time to detect danger. 
This is particularly important during the egg incubation 
period when a napping adult could inadvertently eject 
eggs from the nest if startled. Making noise just before 
the nest is reached will help prevent such mishaps.

In addition to ensuring climber safety, protecting the 
welfare of nesting birds from disturbance and harm is 
required by law. Once breeding birds occupy a tower, 
equipment repair and upgrade schedules may have to 
be postponed for the entirety of the breeding season, 
which can span months. Even small birds, for exam-
ple, have breeding seasons that last a month, whereas 
breeding seasons of large birds like eagles can stretch 
six months. If possible, it’s best to schedule tower work 
outside of breeding seasons but with fast-paced up-
grades to new cellular technology, interactions between 
climbers and birds are inevitable and will likely increase.

The breeding season encompasses activities from court-
ship and nest building, to egg laying and incubation, to 
feeding and caring for young until they depart the nest 
(i.e., fledge). Sensitivity of birds to human disturbance is 
highest during three periods: 1) egg laying and hatch-
ing, 2) when nestlings are small and unable to regulate 
their own body temperature without being brooded 
by an adult, and 3) when large nestlings are close to 
fledging when they think they can fly but can’t. Weather 
conditions should also be factored into decisions on 
when to climb towers harboring nests. Eggs and young 
are most sensitive to very hot or very cold/wet condi-
tions. Strong winds can also blow nestlings near fledg-
ing out of nests. Finally, the breeding season can vary by 
weeks among pairs of adults within a region because of 
individual differences related to age and length of the 
pair bond. If all of this sounds nuanced and complicat-
ed, it’s because it is.

Consider obtaining advice from an experienced avian 
biologist prior to climbing a tower occupied by nesting 
birds. Biologists will be able to identify the species, 
estimate the stage of breeding, and develop a site-spe-
cific plan to protect both climbers and birds. Biologists 
can also serve as liaisons with federal and state wildlife 
agencies when permits must be obtained, for example, 
when nests must be destroyed or when eagles are using 
the tower. Moreover, biologists should always be con-
sulted to develop strategies when eggs or young are on 
towers that must be climbed to address emergencies 
(e.g., loss of 911 service).

The Migratory Bird Treaty Act and the Bald and Golden 
Eagle Protection Act are the primary federal statutes 
that regulate human activity near bird nests. Each Act 
can carry significant fines and imprisonment if violated. 
Individual states may also have laws that protect nesting 
birds. Pleading ignorance of existing laws is never an ef-



15W W W. N A T E H O M E . C O M    TOWER TIMES

fective legal strategy so acquiring a basic knowledge of 
permissible activities is needed to avoid pitfalls. Climb-
ers, contractors, communications providers, and tower 
owners can all be held liable when violations occur.

Not only are wildlife law enforcement officers keeping 
watch over nests, so too is the public. Many neighbors 
are aware of tower nests and some have developed 
personal attachments to the birds and harbor concern 
for their welfare.

I once had a very irate neighbor accost me at an osprey 
nest after I had finished banding and taking blood 
samples from the nestlings. They skidded to a halt next 
to my pickup and quickly let it be known that they were 
armed (no lie, they were) and furious I had disturbed 
‘their’ birds. After a few tense minutes I was able to 
reassure them that my activities were legally permitted 
and meant no harm. The point – people are watching 
– and agitated birds flying around a tower vocalizing to 
high heaven will draw the public’s attention. Preparing 
a public relations plan in anticipation of confrontations 
and sponsoring community outreach to foster good-
will should be standard industry practice in today’s 
bird-climber environment.

Preventing birds from nesting on towers is a long-term 
goal supported by both wildlife biologists and industry. 
Unfortunately, nest excluder devices are currently ef-
fective for only ospreys, so keeping all towers nest-free 
is an ongoing challenge. In the meantime, informing 
climbing crews about local birds and their behavior is 
important because it’s good to know before ascending 
a tower that “she’s a hitter.” ■




