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Eleonora’s Falcon
Eleonora’s Falcon is one of the most
characteristic birds of the Aegean Sea. It is
a migrating falcon that breeds in colonies
on uninhabited islets or remote cliffs of
inhabited islands. It arrives in April to the
Mediterranean Sea, where it breeds during
late summer, returning to its wintering
quarters on Madagascar and other islands in
the Indian Ocean by the end of October.
Eleonora’s falcon diet consists primarily of big insects such as beetles, moths and
grasshoppers. It covers great distances searching for them for, often reaching mountains,
wetlands and farmlands of large islands and continental Greece.

During August and September, while rearing its chicks, it changes its habits dramatically
feeding almost exclusively on migrating birds that cross the Mediterranean on their way to
Africa. Its breeding period in late summer coincides with the autumn migration to secure food
for its young, thus being the only bird in the northern Hemisphere that breeds during that
season.
Greece hosts approximately 12.300 pairs of
Eleonora’s Falcon, which consist more than
80% of its global population. For this reason
Greece bears great responsibility for the global
conservation of this unique species.
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The project

During the last decade a decrease in several populations of Eleonora’s Falcon has been
observed in some colonies in the Aegean. The main causes were considered to be poisoning
by dangerous agrochemical substances used in farming and increase of disturbance in the
falcon’s breeding sites. Rapid increase of tourist activities with recreational boats makes once
remote islands, suddenly accessible to the visitors. Their presence in colonies causes
disturbance for the birds and temporary abandonment of their nests, leaving the eggs
exposed to sun, heat and predators. Intense disturbance may even result in permanent
abandonment of the nests.
Many islets have been colonized by rats that
reached there as stowaways on boats visiting
the islets. The Eleonora’s Falcon eggs are an
easy prey for the rats, especially when the
parents are scared away from their nests by
visitors.

Many islets have been colonized by rats that reached there as stowaways on boats visiting
the islets. The Eleonora’s Falcon eggs are an easy prey for the rats, especially when the
parents are scared away from their nests by visitors.
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The present project aimed to face these threats setting a series of goals:
The primary goal was to ensure the
improvement of the conservation status of
Eleonora’s Falcon in Greece, as well as at
other breeding sites in the rest of the
Mediterranean countries. An important part
of this task was improvement of our
knowledge of the species, both in quantity
and quality.
High priority was also given to the improvement of the international conservation capabilities
and cooperation through an establishment of a network monitoring the population status of
Eleonora’s falcon on international level.
And finally, it was considered necessary to improve the conservation status at ten most
important sites of Greece which represent more than 35% of the falcon’s global breeding
population.
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Project Actions
The Hellenic ornithological Society (HOS) has been working on the Aegean islands for the last
12 years, and has therefore gained a
lot of experience of invaluable help and
use for the

implementation of the

LIFE – NATURE project “Conservation
Actions

for

Eleonora’s

falcon

in

Greece”. The four-year project (20032007) was carried out in cooperation
with the Museum of Natural History of
Crete (NHMC), the Hellenic Ministry of
Agriculture, and the Royal Society for
the Protection of Birds (RSPB). It was
co-funded by the Leventis Foundation.
Apart from covering practically all
Greek islands and islets, actions took
place also in other Mediterranean countries where Eleonora’s Falcons are breeding also.
The most important actions regard primarily a complete population census of the Eleonora’s
Falcon, monitoring and wardening of most important colonies in Greece and the control of
falcon’s predators. In addition all these actions were accompanied with a broad public
awareness campaign, using happenings, presentation, leaflets, environmental education
material and documentary to promote the project, as well as the Eleonora’s Falcon and its
conservation in Greece.
More specifically the project actions from March
2003 to October 2007 included the following:
•

Establishment and operation of an information
exchange network among the Mediterranean
countries

hosting

the

Eleonora’s

Falcon

populations, and the appraisal of conservation of
the global species population,
•

The establishment of a reference point, on
European level, to gather and disseminate
information, knowledge and experience about
the species,

•

The first complete census of the Eleonora’s
Falcon global population,
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•

The reduction of disturbance in Eleonora’s Falcon colonies through the development of a
national wardening plan. This plan was used
as a management tool by the competent
state authorities to ensure an effective
wardening of the Special Protected Areas
(SPAs) where the falcons breed. Additionally
wardening was implemented throughout the
project in 4 key Eleonora’s Falcon colonies in
Greece.

•

The

development

and

implementation

of

a

monitoring plan in 10 SPAs which will cover a
large proportion

of the breeding population of

the Eleonora’s Falcon in Greece,
•

The

implementation

of

pilot

predator

management measures for the improvement of
the species habitats and its breeding success,
•

The assessment of the main reasons of mortality,
such as agrochemical products,

•

The development of a broad public awareness campaign (aiming at various target
groups, such as boat users, tourists, farmers, teachers and students) for the purpose of
protection and conservation of Eleonora’s Falcon and its habitats.
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Results
The project had a great success achieving all goals that had been initially set. The Eleonora’s
Falcon Database and the Eleonora’s Falcon Network were developed and are operating
successfully. The Eleonora’s Falcon National Wardening Plan was developed and put into
practice in four key sites in Greece.
One

of

the

project’s

most

significant

achievements was the completion of the first
ever global population census of Eleonora’s
falcon in Greece and the Mediterranean
which

provided

valuable

information

of

population size, distribution and conservation
status. Meanwhile during the four years of
the project a systematic monitoring of the
species breeding performance took place in twenty five colonies on Aegean islands.

Another important action was the planning and implementation of the first pilot actions of rat
eradication in Greece. The success of this action provides new capacity and allows new
perspectives to face the problem of predators.
A number of toxicological analyses were carried out, giving a better understanding of the
threat from agrochemical products.
The public awareness campaign which took place throughout the whole project, with a lot of
happenings, a documentary, leaflets, information kiosks and other information material
managed to bring to the local people and island visitors attention the Eleonora’s Falcon role
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as an indisputable part of the Aegean
islands.
An important aspect of the campaign was
also to the image change of Greek islets
from deserted places to islets of life and
biodiversity.

Continuation of Actions
The project offered a unique opportunity to gain and
develop of knowledge and capacity oriented towards the
Eleonora’s Falcon protection in Greece and in the
Mediterranean. The knowledge and experience gained
with the project will continue to be used by the project
partners in the continuation of actions that have started
with the project.
The project’s Database and Eleonora’s Falcon Network
will be upgraded and will continue to operate. Plans are
already being made to repeat the global population
census

ten

years

later.

Monitoring

of

breeding

performance has already been secured and will continue
in several of the project sites. The substantial success of
the pilot action of rat eradication, guarantees the expansion of this action to other islands for
the protection of various other bird species.

The construction of the water collector, watering point and bird observatory on Antikythera
was a difficult but very important action. The continuation of the operation is guaranteed
through the actions that HOS operates on the island of Antikythera, mainly the Antikythera
Bird Observatory.
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And finally the great correspondence and acceptance that the environmental education
actions had, is a guarantee for
the

continuation

of

these

specific actions for several years
to come. Through the present
project the Eleonora’s Falcon
has become a representative
species of the Aegean but also
of Greece in general, ensuring in
this way the continuation of
public
through

awareness

actions

other

projects

developed by all partners.
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