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Mediterranean/
Black Sea Flyway
No. of migratory species

1

4

Flyway area

6

302

13

278

48,982,373 Km2

No. of countries
IBAs triggered by migrants
Fully protected
Partially protected
Not protected/status unknown
Sites with over a million birds

101
2077
308
743
1026
6

Migration remains one of the most
compelling aspects of the avian world.
Twice a year, billions of birds migrate
vast distances across the globe.
Typically, these journeys follow a
predominantly north-south axis, linking
breeding grounds in arctic and temperate regions with non-breeding sites in temperate and tropical
areas. Many species migrate along broadly similar, well-established routes known as flyways. Recent
research has identified eight such pathways: the East Atlantic, the Mediterranean/Black Sea, the East
Asia/East Africa, the Central Asia, the East Asia/Australasia, and three flyways in the Americas and
the Neotropics.
The Mediterranean/Black Sea Flyway is one of three Palaearctic-African flyways connecting
Europe with Africa. Collectively, these constitute the world’s largest bird migration system. The scale
of the avian movement is truly awesome with over 2 billion passerines and near-passerines, 2.5
million ducks and two million raptors migrating from their breeding grounds in Europe and central
and western Asia to winter in tropical Africa. The majority of those coming from Western Siberia and
Central and Eastern Europe do so along the Mediterranean/Black Sea Flyway which stretches south
from the Russian arctic. Birds travelling from these breeding grounds must negotiate the Ural
Mountains before continuing south through western Russia towards Eastern Europe and the Black
Sea. For birds crossing into Africa, the Mediterranean constitutes a significant obstacle. This is
especially true for large species such as raptors, storks and cranes which rely on updrafts and
thermals to maintain their soaring flight. As a result, migration through the

Mediterranean basin is concentrated at a number of narrow straits and ‘land bridges’. Many migrants
cross from southern Italy, over the Messina Strait to Sicily and on into North Africa, some via Malta.
Other birds circumvent the Mediterranean to the east, passing into Anatolia via the Turkish Straits of
Bosphorus and Dardanelles. From here, they cross into the Middle East at the Belen Pass before
heading down the Jordan Rift Valley to Egypt and the Red Sea. The majority of these birds enter into
Africa through the Sinai Peninsula before heading south along the Nile valley.
The Sahel, a belt of arid Acacia savannah spanning the continent from west to east, is particularly
important for migrants. Directly south of the Sahara, it offers autumn migrants their first opportunity
to feed after crossing the desert. For about one-quarter of all migrant species, including the
Bluethroat Luscinia svecica, Rueppell's Warbler Sylvia rueppelli and Short-toed Snake-eagle Circaetus
gallicus, the Sahel represents the terminus of their journeys. Others, however, are trans-equatorial
migrants that continue on to the southern tropics; these include the Collared Flycatcher Ficedula
albicollis, Red-footed Falcon Falco vespertinus and Icterine Warbler Hippolais icterina. The Afrotropics
are also home to a number of intra-African migrants, such as the Pennant-winged Nightjar
Macrodipteryx vexillarius and South African Swallow Hirundo spilodera. These breed during the
austral summer (October to March) towards the south of the continent before moving north to
equatorial latitudes for the non-breeding season.
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Important Bird Areas (IBA) on the Flyway

Threats along the Flyway
Unfortunately, many of the world’s migratory birds are in decline. Many characteristics of migrants
render them particularly vulnerable to a variety of threats. Undertaking such dramatic movements
pushes birds to the limit of their endurance. They are reliant on favourable weather conditions and
must find sufficient food resources at multiple sites throughout their migratory journey. In Europe
and Africa many migrants have undergone sustained and often severe population declines over the
past few decades. One study revealed that 40% of long-distance migrants between the two
continents had experienced substantial negative
population trends between 1970 and 2000. Within the
Mediterranean/Black Sea Flyway several species are now
regarded as globally threatened, including the Slenderbilled Curlew Numenius tenuirostris (CR), Egyptian
Vulture Neophron percnopterus (EN) and White-headed
Duck
Oxyura leucocephala (EN). Agricultural
expansion and intensification is a major driver of
Palearctic–African migrant declines. In Europe, changing
agricultural practices have been implicated in the
declines of numerous farmland species. In sub-Saharan
Africa, overgrazing and increased pesticide use have
severely reduced habitat quality and depleted the
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insectivorous prey populations on which many migrants
depend.
Another significant threat is the widespread and indiscriminate hunting of migratory birds in the
Mediterranean. The avian death toll is staggering with annual mortality nearing a thousand million.
On the Maltese Islands alone an estimated 4 million birds are killed each year, this includes
approximately three million finches, half a million swallows and martins, half a million thrushes and
80,000 Eurasian Golden Orioles Oriolus oriolus. Also killed are protected raptor species such as the
Red-footed Falcon and Lesser Kestrel Falco naumanni (VU). In addition to hunting, larger species,
such as storks and raptors, face the additional risk of collision with man-made structures such
as powerlines.
Over the coming decades, climate change is anticipated to have a dramatic impact on the
distribution and survival of migratory birds. Already, more songbirds perish whilst crossing the
Sahara than die during their six-month stay in sub-Saharan Africa. With climate change predicted to
lead to increased droughts and desertification in the Sahel region, trans-Sahara migrants will face an
increasingly arduous journey. A Sahelian drought in 1968 resulted in a >90% decline in Common
Whitethroat Sylvia communis, from which the species has yet fully to recover.
In the face of such a diverse array of threats, the conservation of migratory birds depends on
international collaboration and a coordinated response along entire flyways. Through the designation
of Important Bird Areas (IBAs), BirdLife International has identified a coherent network of critical
sites for migrants, the effective management of which will go a long way to securing the future of
migratory birds.

White Stork
The breeding range of the nominate race of White Stork Ciconia ciconia extends in a
discontinuous band across Europe, the Middle East and west-central Asia. Smaller numbers also
breed along the North African coast and in the Cape Province of South Africa. The bulk of the
breeding population (>75%) is concentrated within central and eastern Europe; with
particularly large populations in Poland (44,000-46,000), Ukraine (26,200-32,400), Lithuania
(12,500-13,000) and Belarus (10,300-13,300). The main departure from these European
breeding grounds occurs in August. Birds from western Europe cross into Africa at the Straits of
Gibraltar, whilst most other populations circumvent the Mediterranean via the Middle East.
Along this route, immense flocks, many thousands strong, form at ‘bottlenecks’ such as the
Bosphorus and the Red Sea resort of Eilat. Much smaller numbers brave a direct sea-crossing
from the southern tip of Italy, whilst some populations even migrate east to join the Asiatic
subspecies C. ciconia asiatica wintering in India. The birds generally arrive in Africa by early
October; once there, they become more nomadic in response to changing abundances of food
(e.g. locust swarms or insects flushed by grass fires). Some will continue their journeys as far
as South Africa; for birds coming from Denmark, this will require a round trip of approximately
20,000km.
White Stork numbers have declined steadily
over the last century. The species is
threatened across its range by the loss and
alteration of habitat, and during migration it
suffers serious mortality through hunting and
collision with overhead powerlines. In Africa,
drought,
desertification
and
chronic
overgrazing severely impoverishes feeding
conditions, whilst the excessive use of
pesticides in some areas dramatically reduces
insect food resources. Annual survival of
White Stork has been shown to be highly
dependant on conditions during their
migration. A study of storks breeding in
Germany and Poland found that the
availability of food at one staging area in the
eastern Sahel contributed up to 88% of the
temporal variation in survival. With climate
change anticipated to lead to increased
droughts in the Sahel region, this could have
serious implications for the future of the
species.

Red-breasted Goose
The flyway of the Red-breasted Goose Branta ruficollis stretches across five countries. The
species breeds in the Russian arctic, primarily on the Taymyr Peninsula, mainland Eurasia’s
most northerly point. Migrating birds initially head south down the eastern side of the Ural
Mountains towards Kazakhstan. After staging in north-western Kazakhstan, the birds continue
westwards via the Manych-Gudilo Lakes and Velvskoye Reservoir in Russia to wintering
grounds on the north and west coasts of the Black Sea in Romania, Bulgaria and Ukraine. The
current wintering range, however, is a relatively new phenomenon. Prior to the 1960s, the
entire population spent the winter on the south-west coast of the Caspian Sea, especially in the
Kizil-Agach area of Azerbaijan. This major westward range shift, of roughly 1,800km, is
believed to have been driven by the conversion of cereal and rice fields to cotton plantations
and vineyards, which radically reduced local food resources. The birds were also affected by
habitat loss and excessive hunting pressure. Concurrent with the range shift, the species
underwent a population decline of about 50%, from 60,000 birds in the 1960s to 30,000 by the
1970s. The population steadily recovered over the subsequent decades, peaking at 88,425 in
winter 2000. However, by 2002 the population had crashed again to only 23,000 birds. The
species has since recovered modestly, but its future is still precarious. In 2007, it was upgraded
from Vulnerable to Endangered on the IUCN Red List. Many key wintering sites in Bulgaria and
Romania are threatened by infrastructure development, and hunting remains a major problem
along some parts of the flyway. Perhaps the greatest long-term threat, however, comes from
climate change. Model predictions suggest that between 67 and 85% of its tundra breeding
habitat could be lost by 2070-2099.
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Further information
African-Eurasian Migratory Waterbirds Agreement (AEWA)
http://www.unep-aewa.org/home/index.htm
The Red-breasted Goose International Working Group
http://www.brantaruficollis.org/
Wings over wetlands
http://www.wingsoverwetlands.org/
Waterbirds around the world
http://www.jncc.gov.uk/page-3891
BirdLife species factsheet – White Stork
http://www.birdlife.org/datazone/species/index.html?action=SpcHTMDetails.asp&sid=
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BirdLife species factsheet – Red-breasted Goose
http://www.birdlife.org/datazone/species/index.html?action=SpcHTMDetails.asp&sid=
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