


Adult male saker 
(Photo: Jozef Chavko) 

CONSERVATION OF GLOBALLY ENDANGERED 
SAKER FALCONS (FALCO CHERRUG) 
AND THEIR WINTERING SITES IN SICILY
Matyas Prommer (MME/BirdLife Hungary) e-mail: prommer.matyas@mme.hu
Prof. Maurizion Sará (University of Palermo)

The results of the Hungarian-Slovak Saker conservation LIFE projects (LIFE06 NAT/HU/000096) carried 
out between 2006-2010 showed that a significant proportion of the Central European population spend the 
winter in South-Italy including Sicily. The project is a joint effort of birds of prey experts of MME/BirdLife 
Hungary and the University of Palermo to survey the wintering sites of endangered Saker Falcons in Sicily 
including habitats and major mortality factors and prepare a conservation plan to eliminate them. Raising 
awareness among stakeholders and thus to enhance conservation efforts on one of the major wintering 
areas of Central European population of the species is also part of the project. 

Major activities of the project are

1.	 Field survey – During the winter period, September 2012 – April 2013, a field survey will be carried out 
on the known Saker wintering sites in Sicily. The information to be collected for further evaluation for 
the conservation plan: presence of Sakers; presence of other raptors; habitat types; presence of prey 
species; agricultural practices; hunting activities on the site; poisoning; presence of wind farms; presence 
and type of power lines. Information are to be collected through field observation and requesting locals. 
Spatial development plans in regions of question will be analysed as well to identify potential threats to 
the wintering areas.

2.	 Modelling habitat use – Even though the satellite-tagged Sakers have shown some wintering areas, it is 
very likely that there are many more sites that should be known and protected for Sakers. A GIS model 
will be made based on the initially gathered information on the known wintering sites. The GIS model 
analyses the features of known wintering sites and search for similar sites in Sicily. Results of the model 
will used in the field surveys.

3.	 Preparing conservation plan – After gathering all available information, Hungarian and Italian experts 
prepare a conservation action plan that include: background, general and site-specific problem description 
defining mortality factors and potential threats on Saker Falcons; key stakeholders; general and site-
specific conservation measures to be taken; expected results of conservation actions; possible financial 
sources to cover implementation measures.

4.	 Raising the awareness of decision-makers, key-stakeholders and general public – As a first step towards 
ensuring conservation of wintering Sakers and their sites, awareness raising is indispensable. The action 
aims to draw the attention of key-stakeholders to the importance of nature conservation including birds 
of prey and their habitats. Target groups are land owners, farmers, hunters, bird watchers, conservation 
NGOs and governmental organisations, students and politicians.

Anticipated achievements or outcomes of the project 

	The most important outcome of the project is the conservation plan that defines accurately the sites and 
conservation actions needed to ensure the appropriate protection of Sakers and their Sicilian wintering 
sites. The conservation plan is to be sent to all relevant stakeholders. 

	As a result of the conservation plan and awareness raising actions, stakeholder dialogue starts in order 
to eliminate/minimise threats on wintering Saker Falcons in Sicily.  

	As a multiplier effect, not only Saker Falcons, but also other species (not only birds of prey) will receive 
more attention and more protection due to the results of the project. An important species from this 
aspect is the European subspecies of Lanner Falcon (Falco biarmicus feldeggi) that has the largest 
population in Sicily and their distribution range coincide with the Sakers’ wintering range. 

	Students participating in the project can write their thesis about the project and use their new knowledge in 
field techniques and GIS modelling later in other project for the benefit of nature. 

	The Italian-Hungarian co-operation can be extended in the future to other topics for the benefit of the 
participants and the nature.

The project is supported by the Nando Peretti Foundation.
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The project – supported by Rufford Small Grant programme – surveys the populations of the endangered 
Saker Falcon (Falco cherrug), its habitats and negative factors affecting them, as well as implementing 
conservation measures in South Ukraine. 

Human activities cause Saker Falcon, a flagship species of the Eurasian steppes disappearing throughout 
of its range including Ukraine, along with its characteristic habitat type. Birds of prey having large territories 
are especially affected by the habitat changes (turning steppes into agricultural land), and other human-
induced negative factors (electrocution, shooting, poisoning, etc.). The project surveys the population and 
conservation status of the species and its habitats (with special regard to the threats on them); proposes 
management plans for their efficient conservation in South-Ukraine; implements on-site conservation 
measures; raises public awareness and involves stakeholders in conservation activities.

The project activities are

1.	 Collecting and analyzing the information available to identify important Saker areas in the Crimea and 
South Ukraine, and choosing pilot areas.

2.	 Field survey in the identified areas – An extensive field survey are carried out to gain information on (a) 
the population status; (b) habitat types and status; (c) threats on the species and the habitats; (d) the 
stakeholders and their impact and attitude towards the project’s aims; (e)other bird species with special 
regard to birds of prey as a collateral result.

3.	 Hungarian team members transfer their knowledge in using the latest technology for the survey and 
mapping the results.

4.	 Tagging juveniles with satellite transmitters to learn new Saker areas – Juveniles and adults will be tagged 
with satellite transmitters to learn more about the areas they are using as well as their other movements. 
Building artificial nests – Sakers, do not build nest, thus the distribution of the species is limited by natural 
nesting possibilities.

5.	 Evaluating data and preparing management plan proposal on the species and on habitats in the pilot areas.
6.	 Publishing results and proposals, and contacting local and national authorities to facilitate the 

implementation of the conservation.
7.	 Involving local allies – In the beginning of the project, major potential allies to be involved will be identified 

and the list will be continued as the field survey proceeds. 
Organisations participating in the project are Pilis Nature Conservation Association (Hungary) and 
Ukrainian Birds of Prey Research Centre (Ukraine).

RESULTS

A joint 2-week Ukrainian-Hungarian- Romanian expedition took place in the second half of June 2012 in the 
Crimea and south-west Ukraine to map the distribution of Saker Falcons and their habitats. 

When visiting old Saker eyries in some areas, it was not uncommon that to find only adults, or nothing at all. 
On other areas, fortunately, on we have found a number of saker pairs with fledged juveniles. 

Two Sakers were tagged in order to gain information on their habitat use and movements that is crucial to 
plan the conservation measures. They left Crimea early October. They crossed the Black Sea, Turkey and 
the Mediterranean Sea. Then one of the Sakers disappeared in East-Libya; while the other one apparently 
stopped in South Egypt for winter.

Threats on Sakers and habitats identified: (1) electrocution; (2) declining food base (rodents) due to 
transforming agriculture and habitats; (3) shooting and poisoning; (4) nest robbing to sell Sakers for falconry 
and for tourist attraction; (5) wind farm development; (6) natural threats.
 
In October, experts installed 10 artificial nests to provide nesting possibilities in a nest-poor, but otherwise 
appropriate area. In addition, three lectures were given in local schools meetings were organized with local 
hunters to raise stakeholders’ awareness.

Habitat use of wintering Saker Falcons and location 
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Autumn migration of satellite tracked female Saker Falcons from Ukraine to North Africa
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Wind farms pose threats on wintering Saker Falcons also in Sicily (Photo: Mátyás Prommer)


