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This raptor began undergoing rapid declines in its European breeding range during the 2000s. Extrapolated 
over a three generation period (23 years) these declines result in its classification as Near Threatened in 
Europe.

Within the EU27 this species has an extremely large range, and hence does not approach the thresholds for 
Vulnerable under the range size criterion (Extent of Occurrence <20,000 km2 combined with a declining or 
fluctuating range size, habitat extent/quality, or population size and a small number of locations or severe 
fragmentation). The population size may be moderately small to large, but it is not believed to approach the 
thresholds for Vulnerable under the population size criterion (<10,000 mature individuals with a continuing 
decline estimated to be >10% in ten years or three generations, or with a specified population structure). 
Despite the fact that the population trend appears to be decreasing, the decline is not believed to be 
sufficiently rapid to approach the thresholds for Vulnerable under the population trend criterion (>30% 
decline over ten years or three generations). For these reasons the species is evaluated as Least Concern 
within the EU27.

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

Population
The European population is estimated at 30,000-54,400 breeding females, which equates to 60,000-109,000 
mature individuals. The population in the EU27 is estimated at 9,300-13,200 breeding females, which equates 
to 18,600-26,400 mature individuals. For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.

Trend
In Europe the population size is estimated and projected to be decreasing at a rate approaching 30% over the 
period from 2000, when the decline is estimated to have started in Russia, which holds 70% of the European 
population, to 2024 (three generations). In the EU27 the population size is estimated to be decreasing by less 
than 25% over the same period. For details of national estimates, see Supplementary PDF.
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Habitats and Ecology
This species inhabits open country with some grass or shrub cover, especially grassland, steppe, meadows, 
moorland, scrub and cultivation and it is also found in wetlands and young conifer plantations. In the winter it 
becomes more widespread, for example occurring over ploughed land. Egg-laying begins in mid-April and 
continues until early July but varies with latitude; in Europe it peaks in May. It nests on the ground, in dense 
grass or scrub, crops or marshy vegetation. The nest is a pile of small sticks and grass, 30–60 cm wide. Clutch 
size is usually three to six eggs. It feeds mostly on vertebrates, especially mammals such as voles, mice and 
ground squirrels. It also takes birds of open habitats like wetlands and grasslands, particularly passerines. 
Birds are often the principal prey in the breeding season. The species is completely migratory in northern and 
north-east Europe and is partially migratory and dispersive elsewhere (Orta et al. 2014).
Habitats & Altitude

Habitat (level 1 - level 2) Importance Occurrence
Artificial/Terrestrial - Pastureland suitable breeding
Artificial/Terrestrial - Pastureland suitable non-breeding
Artificial/Terrestrial - Plantations suitable breeding
Forest - Boreal suitable breeding
Grassland - Temperate suitable breeding
Grassland - Temperate suitable non-breeding
Shrubland - Boreal suitable breeding
Shrubland - Temperate suitable breeding
Shrubland - Temperate suitable non-breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Bogs, Marshes, Swamps, Fens, Peatlands suitable breeding
Wetlands (inland) - Bogs, Marshes, Swamps, Fens, Peatlands suitable non-breeding
Altitude max. 2500 m Occasional altitudinal limits

Threats
The current main threat is the transformation of habitat owing to intensified agriculture, disappearance of 
marshes and reafforestation. Persecution is still severe locally, for example on managed grouse moors of 
Scotland; in 2013 not a single pair successfully nested in England (Pitches 2013), despite the fact that there is 
estimated habitat for more than 300 pairs (Fielding et al. 2011). The species is also shot illegally in central 
and eastern Europe (Tucker and Heath 1994).
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

Agriculture & 
aquaculture

Agro-industry 
plantations

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

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion

Biological resource 
use

Hunting & trapping 
terrestrial animals 
(persecution/
control)

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

Declines
Low Impact

Stresses
Species mortality

Natural system 
modifications

Abstraction of 
surface water 
(unknown use)

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

Declines
Medium Impact

Stresses
Ecosystem conversion

Conservation
Conservation Actions Underway
Bern Convention Appendix II. EU Birds Directive Annex I. CITES Appendix II. CMS Appendix II. A range 



of conservation initiatives have been launched in the U.K. (Fielding et al. 2011).

Conservation Actions Proposed
Large areas of open country should be preserved for this species, particularly lowland and upland heath and 
heather moorland, steppe, damp marsh and unimproved and marginal grassland with low-intensity grazing. 
The afforestation of heather moorland and montane scrubland should be banned in countries where these 
habitats are under threat. Both sporting and conservation interests need to address the issue of illegal killing in 
the U.K. (Tucker and Heath 1994).
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