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European regional assessment: Near Threatened (NT)
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In Europe this species is undergoing moderately rapid population declines and it is therefore classified as 
Near Threatened. Within the EU27 its small population is declining rapidly and it is classified as Vulnerable 
(A2acbde+3bcde+4abcde; C1). 

Occurrence
Countries/Territories of Occurrence
Native:
Albania; Armenia; Austria; Azerbaijan; Belarus; Bosnia and Herzegovina; Bulgaria; Croatia; Cyprus; Czech 
Republic; Denmark; Estonia; Finland; France; Georgia; Germany; Greece; Hungary; Italy; Latvia; 
Liechtenstein; Macedonia, the former Yugoslav Republic of; Malta; Moldova; Montenegro; Poland; 
Romania; Russian Federation; Serbia; Slovakia; Slovenia; Sweden; Switzerland; Turkey; Ukraine
Vagrant:
Belgium; Ireland, Rep. of; Luxembourg; Netherlands; Norway; Portugal; Spain; Canary Is. (to ES); United 
Kingdom; Gibraltar (to UK)

Population
The European population is estimated at 30,300-63,400 pairs, which equates to 60,600-127,000 mature 
individuals. The population in the EU27 is estimated at 1,800-2,800 pairs, which equates to 3,500-5,600 
mature individuals. For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Trend
In Europe the population size is estimated to be decreasing at a rate approaching 30% in 17.1 years (three 
generations). In the EU27 the population size is estimated to be decreasing by 30-49% over the same period. 
For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Habitats and Ecology
The species breeds in open lowlands with trees and plenty of insects, including steppe and forest-steppe, open 
woodland, cultivation and pastureland with tall hedgerows or fringing trees, agricultural areas with 
shelterbelts and, in the north-east, boggy areas and taiga edge. It is found from sea-level to c.300 m. It is often 
crepuscular (Ferguson-Lees and Christie 2001). The breeding season occurs from mid-April to August (Orta 
and Kirwan 2014). It is usually colonial but can also be solitary, breeding in disused nests of other birds (most 
commonly Corvus frugilegus). It prefers the upper part of trees but sometimes nests in cliffs or tree holes, in 
hedgerows or isolated bushes (Ferguson-Lees and Christie 2001, Orta and Kirwan 2014). Usually lays four to 
five white or pale buffish-brown eggs variably marked with dark reddish brown. The diet comprises of large 
insects, especially Orthoptera but also beetles, dragonflies, butterflies, moths and cicadas. During breeding, 
chicks may be mainly fed with vertebrates, such as fledglings of small birds, voles, mice, shrews, amphibians, 
lizards. In Hungary, mice and toads are important. The species is migratory, with birds travelling great 
distances to their wintering grounds in southern Africa (Orta and Kirwan 2014). Most leave their breeding 
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grounds in August and September, making the return journey between February and May (Ferguson-Lees and 
Christie 2001, Orta and Kirwan 2014). Birds migrate in a broad front across the Mediterranean Sea, not 
concentrating at bottleneck sites to the extent that many other raptors do (Brown et al. 1982, Snow and Perrins 
1998, Orta and Kirwan 2014). On migration they form mixed flocks often over 100 strong with other falcons 
such as F. naumanni, and tend to stay at very high altitudes for the majority of the journey (Ferguson-Lees 
and Christie 2001).
Habitats & Altitude

Habitat (level 1 - level 2) Importance Occurrence
Artificial/Terrestrial - Arable Land suitable breeding
Artificial/Terrestrial - Pastureland suitable breeding
Forest - Boreal suitable breeding
Forest - Temperate suitable breeding
Grassland - Temperate suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Bogs, Marshes, Swamps, Fens, Peatlands suitable breeding
Altitude 0-300 m Occasional altitudinal limits

Threats
Threats include destruction of suitable nest-sites when rookery trees are felled for agricultural expansion or 
timber (Ferguson-Lees et al. 2001, Anon. 2007) and, more significantly, the widespread use of pesticides is 
affecting the food supply (Ferguson-Lees et al. 2001). In central Europe, agricultural intensification is causing 
habitat loss, and a decrease in extensive grassland management especially grazing is affecting the species's 
food supply (P. Palatitz in litt. 2007). From 1980 to 1999 intensive poisoning of Corvus frugilegus in 
Hungary forced the species to change its nest site selection habits, and large colonies have nearly disappeared 
there as a result, with only 38% of the population breeding colonially (P. Palatitz in litt. 2005). As 
productivity is generally greater in larger colonies, further decreases may occur. The species appears to be 
hunted opportunistically during migration. In October 2007, 52 birds that had been roosting at Phasouri, 
Cyprus, were found shot, with 46 already dead and 6 wounded (Palatitz et al. 2009).
Threats & Impacts

Threat (level 1) Threat (level 2) Impact and Stresses
Agriculture & 
aquaculture

Agro-industry 
farming

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion; Ecosystem degradation

Biological resource 
use

Hunting & trapping 
terrestrial animals 
(unintentional 
effects - species is 
not the target)

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Minority (<50%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Low Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation

Pollution Herbicides and 
pesticides

Timing Scope Severity Impact
Ongoing Majority (50-90%) Slow, Significant 

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem degradation

Conservation
Conservation Actions Underway
CITES Appendix II. CMS Appendix I and II. Bern Convention Appendix II. Added to Annex I of EU Birds 
Directive in 2004. Recent conservation measures in Hungary have shown that birds will occupy artificial 
colonies, meaning that this could be a useful mid-term conservation tool to stop population fragmentation (P. 
Palatitz in litt. 2007). The species is also included in agro-environmental programs in Hungary. Following 
surveys in Bulgaria, which indicated a decline in the number of suitable breeding sites, over 100 nest boxes 
were constructed and installed in suitable places during 2006; however, none were used by the species in 
2007 (Anon. 2007). Anti-poaching patrols have been increased in the Akrotiri area of Cyprus, following the 
unprecedented loss of a migratory flock to hunters in October 2007 (Palatitz et al. 2009). Sporadic irregular 
population surveys have been carried out and are implemented in Serbia, while a nation-wide census of the 
species was concluded in 2009 in Ukraine (Kostenko 2009). A European Action Plan for the species has been 



in place since 2010 (Palatitz et al. 2009).

Conservation Actions Proposed
Continue to carry out regular surveys to monitor population trends. Conduct further research into the effects 
of changes in agriculture and land management. Change farming and land-use practices in central Europe 
through EU policy and/or national schemes. Provide more artificial colonies for the species. Prevent hunting 
in problem areas through law enforcement, prosecution and awareness campaigns.
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