
The Golden Eagle on Harris
The Golden Eagle is one of Scotland’s largest and 
most awe inspiring birds. This spectacular predator 
commands a place at the top of the food chain and 
manages to survive in some of our most harsh mountain 
environments. With a population of just 400 pairs, the 
golden eagle is a rare sight across much of Scotland. 
However, Harris is a stronghold, supporting one the 
highest densities of breeding golden eagles recorded in 
Europe. The undisturbed, open and rugged Harris terrain 
provides fantastic eagle habitat. In addition, the absence 
of predatory mammals such as foxes means that more 
food is available to the avian predators such as eagles 
and buzzards. In many parts of Scotland there has been 
a long history of illegal persecution but on Harris eagles 
have largely been left to their own devices. Around 20 
pairs of golden eagles are resident on the island.

Watching and Identifying Eagles
Golden eagles are most active during bright breezy 
weather. Unless you are very lucky they are usually seen at 
a distance and are easiest to spot when in flight above the 
skyline. Frequent scanning of the skyline with binoculars 
is usually the best way to locate them. See overleaf for a 
comprehensive guide to eagle identification.

Other wildlife in Glen Meavaig
In addition to golden eagles, sea eagles are also 
regularly seen in the glen, particularly during the winter 
when they come inland to feed on deer carcasses and 
salmon. During the summer several species of moorland 
birds frequent the glen including merlin, golden plover, 
greenshank, stonechat and wheatear. During the autumn 
the roars of rutting red deer can be heard echoing around 
the glen. The year round residents include red grouse, 
raven, mountain hare and red deer. You will also find 
many specialised moorland plants including carpets of 
bog mosses and carnivorous sundews and butterworts.

Red Deer

How to get to the Observatory
The North Harris Eagle Observatory is located on the Isle 
of Harris, 7 miles to the North West of Tarbert. Three 
miles north of Tarbert take the B 887 turn off towards 
Huisinish. Follow this road 4 miles west until you reach 
Meavaig where there is a carpark and a gated 4X4 track 
leading up Glen Meavaig. The Eagle Observatory is a 
2km walk up the track from the carpark.  The viewpoint 
is open to the public all year round. 

The Observatory is an attractive building commanding 
spectacular views up the glen from which you can see 
the daily activities of the resident pair of golden eagles. 
There is information about the eagles at the viewpoint 
and at certain times the North Harris Ranger will be on 
hand to help locate these magnificent birds.
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Eagle Identification
Harris is home to both golden eagles and sea eagles 
and they can be difficult to tell apart.  Across Western 
Scotland, golden eagles generally inhabit the higher 
mountainous ground whilst sea eagles are usually found 
in coastal areas.  However, on Harris both species can 
be encountered anywhere on the island. 

The most reliable way to identify eagles is to look at their 
flight silhouette.  Sea eagles have broad wings with a 
large protruding head and beak, and a short tail.  They 
soar on wings held flat and are often described as flying 
barn doors.  Golden eagles have a less protruding head, 
a smaller beak and a much longer tail.  Their wings are 
narrower and they appear more elegant and agile.  
When soaring they hold their wings in a shallow V. 
It can be difficult to get a sense of scale when watching 

a bird in flight and as a result buzzards are sometimes 
confused with eagles.  Buzzards are much smaller 
and have much shorter, rounder wings in comparison 
to their bodies than both eagle species.  Buzzards are 
more likely to be seen close to roads and townships, 
particularly on the machair.  If a large bird of prey is 
perched on a fence post near the road it is usually  
a buzzard.

Adult and Immature Eagles
The plumages of immature and adults of both eagle 
species are different.  Young golden eagles are dark 
with white patches under the wings and at the base of 
the tail whilst adults are all dark apart from their golden 
crown.  Young sea eagles are a dark chocolate brown 
whilst adults are lighter in colour with a white tail, pale head  
and yellow beak.

Eagles are a specially 
protected species.
Both golden eagles and sea eagles are sensitive to 
human disturbance especially around their nest sites.  
Both continue to suffer from human persecution 
through poisoning and egg collecting which limits their 
populations in many areas.  As a result both golden 
eagles and sea eagles have been awarded special 
protection which makes it illegal to disturb them at  
their nest sites.
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