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Osprey Are Easy to Watch 

The osprey is a large hawk. White undersides and a crook in its narrow 

wings identify this bird as it soars above the water. Adults are dark brown 

above with brownish-black marks on the wings and brown speckling on the 

breast. The head is white with a dark brown crown and brown streak down 

the cheek. The female is typically larger than the male.  They are large birds 

and are easy birds to watch. 

 

 
Every time you see an osprey it’s worth celebrating because they are a 

conservation success story. Decimated between the 1950s and 1970s, they 
sprang back to life when DDT was identified as one of the culprits, poisoning 

them in a way that thinned their shells so that fewer chicks hatched 
successfully. Research on the decline of the ospreys helped scientists learn 

that DDT was a problem and led to an eventual ban on its use.  

 
Ospreys are an indicator species because if the osprey population begins to 

fall, scientists know that something is wrong with the fish or water in the Bay.  
Osprey are the first signalers of a problem in the food chain. 

 



 
Osprey are large, beautiful and active birds that are more readily seen than 

other birds because they live close to humans, often on nesting platforms.  
They put on an entertaining show when they dive and snatch up a live fish.  

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Osprey are found throughout tidal portions of the Chesapeake Bay, including 
shorelines, marshes, rivers and open waters.   

 
The Chesapeake Bay supports the largest breeding population of ospreys in 

the world. 

 

Return of the Osprey 

Each spring Placid Bay near Colonial Beach witnesses the Battle for the Bay.  

Osprey return, drive the eagles out, and reclaim their nesting areas. 

 

Our Placid Bay osprey returned from South America and were first sighted 

on March 10.  That is a little later than usual, but by March 15th they were 

building the nest with a vengeance and mating. 

 

Osprey Nests 

Osprey build large stick nests near water. 

Here you see Mom on the nest with two 

chicks. 

 

In Colonial Beach you can observe osprey 

on the many osprey nesting platforms 

around town.  They will also nest on piers 

and pilings very close to humans.  After 

Hurricane Isabel many of the osprey 

nesting platforms in Colonial Beach were 

destroyed, and the next year osprey were 

seen nesting in the crook of trees. 



 

Please be respectful of them and do not interfere with them.  When you get 

too close to the nest, especially if you are on a jet ski near their nest, the 

female will give an alarm call, stand up, and sometimes leave the nest or fly 

at you.  These protective actions take time and energy away from their jobs, 

incubating their eggs, fishing to survive and feeding the chicks. 

 

Which One Is Mom? 

If you observe 

closely, you can 

tell the 

difference 

between mature 

male and female 

osprey when the 

osprey parents 

are together.  

The female is 

larger and 

usually has a 

brown necklace 

around her neck.  

Not always, but 

usually.  When 

you see the pair together the difference is clear. In this picture the larger 

female is on the right. 

 

Egg Laying 

 

Osprey usually lay 2-4 

eggs.  The female spends 

most of her time in the nest 

covering the eggs with her 

brood patch (fluffy soft 

feathers on her abdomen) 

while the male hunts and 

provides the fish. 

 

Osprey eggs are the size of 

duck eggs. They are 

spotted off-white to pinkish 



or buff with mottled dark brown or reddish splotches. (Note, the eggs in this 

picture are artificial and are shown for illustration. You should never attempt 

to inspect or otherwise bother a nest.) 

 

This year April 7 was the first time we saw behavior that would indicate that 

they had eggs.  The female, the larger of the two, kept a low profile and was 

flattened down in the nest.  Sometimes we had to look twice or use the 

binoculars to see if she was actually in the nest.  One osprey, usually the 

female, stays on that nest no matter the weather.   

 

 

When feeding time comes, 

the male eats first.  After 

all, he is the main provider 

of food and needs to remain 

strong.  After he has eaten, 

the male brings a fish to the 

nest or adjacent piling for 

the female. They make the 

exchange.  The male 

quickly goes to the nest to 

sit on the eggs while Mom 

retires to a pier piling or 

tree branch to eat.   If there 

are chicks in the nest, the 



fish is delivered to the nest where Mom eats first and then rips off bits of fish 

and feeds the chicks last. 

 

Because they are good parents, the osprey nest is never left unattended for 

long.  If the male is gone, either fishing or chasing off threats, the female is 

left alone to protect the nest.  If she feels threatened, she will leave the nest 

to chase the intruder, but will not be gone for long.  Just about the time you 

think she has been gone too long; she is back. 

 

The Eggs Hatch 

Eggs usually hatch after 37-38 days of incubation, but since we have to rely 

on observations of the osprey’s behavior, we can’t always get the dates just 

right.  I start checking the nest for feeding behavior in early May. 

 

When you see nest behavior 

change, and the female is on the 

edges of the nest bending her 

head up and down into the center 

of the nest, she is feeding the 

chicks.  At first you will think that 

there are no chicks because you 

can’t see them, but as they grow 

you will eventually see their 

heads pop up.   

 

 

You can tell which chick is 

dominant because it will be the 

largest.  Two chicks are about 

perfect for the osprey family 

because the male can feed 

himself, the chicks, and the 

female.  In this picture the chick 

being fed is barely noticeable on 

the left. 

 

 

 

 



As the chicks grow you will notice the difference in coloring of the chicks and 

the parent.  The chick is spotty and has red eye rings. 

 

 

Too Many Chicks 

One year our osprey had 4 chicks.  The male couldn’t feed them fast 

enough. The chicks pecked each other and fought to get the most food.   

Only 3 survived.  

 

Two years ago, we had 3 chicks.  One was born early and the next two 

hatched more or less together.  The firstborn chick dominated the nest and 

claimed most of the food.  It was sad to watch.  When it came time to fly, 

the two smaller chicks flew early and were feeding themselves in no time.  

The large dominant chick sat in the nest and cried for her parents to feed 

her.  After the family had left for South America, the dominant chick was still 

crying in the nest to be fed.  I don’t know if she ever learned how to fish for 

herself. 

 

First flight 

About 55 days after hatching, the chicks fly.  I expect to see Colonial Beach 

chicks fly sometime around the Fourth of July. Before flying the chicks are 

highly entertaining. When you see the chicks flapping their wings and 

hovering over the nest, seemingly levitating off of the nest, be ready to 



watch them fly.  They are strengthening their wings for their first flight.  

Then watch them try to land.  The nest 

is small and the talons make it difficult, 

so they often land on roofs, boats or any 

close structure.  Mom coaxes (harasses) 

them back into the nest. 

 

Last year we had 2 chicks.  The first to 

fly actually was launched too soon by 

the wind.  She spent a day and a half on 

my neighbor’s roof while the parents tried to get her to move back into the 

nest. 

 

Then she disappeared.  I 

feared the worst.  A week 

later, as I was watching my 

neighbor’s nest, I noticed a 

strange thing.  That pair had 3 

chicks.  When I looked into the 

nest, I counted 5 osprey.  

That was Mom, her 3 chicks 

and our feckless flyer.  She 

had taken up residence with 

the neighbors, and they were feeding her. After a week of that she finally 

made it back 

home to her 

family and 

her nest. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Osprey Time 

From the beginning of July until August is osprey time.  The sky is literally 

full of osprey.  They are a joy to watch.  This is the best time of the year to 

be in Colonial Beach! It is sad when, at the end of the summer, the osprey 

migrate.  We won’t see them again until next February or March.  When they 

leave we know that summer is over. 

 

During winter other birds sometimes 

use the osprey nest.  This eagle 

often ate in the osprey nest. 

 

Keeping A Record 

You can observe all of this and more 

when you watch an osprey family in 

the nest.  If you keep a journal of 

their activities, you can compare 

observations over the years, and 

you have become a citizen scientist. 
 

Osprey Myths 

Myth # 1: I have heard many people at the beach who fear that osprey will 

snatch their small pets.  Almost the entire osprey diet (99%) is fish with the 

occasional eel thrown in.  Osprey will not snatch small pets, but a great 

horned owl or eagle might. 

 

Myth # 2:  If I ignore osprey nesting in my chimney, on my boat, or on my 

pier this year, then next year they will nest elsewhere.  Not true.  Osprey, 

once settled, will come back and nest in the same place every year. 

 

Myth # 3:  If I am out of town and come back to find an osprey nest on my 

pier or on my boat, I can kick it off to get rid of it. The Migratory Bird Act 

forbids the destruction of active osprey nests.  If osprey nest too close for 

your enjoyment, erect an osprey nesting platform somewhere near and 

encourage the osprey to nest there next year. 
 

Join http://www.Osprey-watch.org 

to record events at your osprey nest and to see what is happening at nests 

in your area. 

 

Watch osprey in real time. Some of these web sites provide nest updates on 

the activities in the nest over time. 

http://www.osprey-watch.org/


 

https://www.friendsofblackwater.org/camhtm.html 

 

https://explore.org/livecam 

s/ospreys/osprey-cam-chesapeake-conservancy 

 

Best Osprey Books 

 

Return of The Osprey by David Gessner. 2001 The naturalist’s view.  An 

easy and enjoyable read. 

 

Ospreys:  A Natural and Unnatural History by Alan Poole.  1989 The seminal 

scientific study of osprey. 
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Pam and John live in Placid Bay in the Northern Neck of Virginia. 

Photographs were taken in their back yard. They are so glad that they 

decided to “come here”. 
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